
        
            
                
            
        

     
They lied to me. I lied to myself.
 
The world really was a dark and disgusting place and they’ve left me in the darkest and most disgusting corner.
 
Alone, abandoned, this is their doing, not mine.
 
This is supposed to be heaven, this is supposed to be my saving grace; my first steps on a harrowing but ultimately glorious road to recovery. This is not heaven: this cold, this crawling, this desire, this fear, this pain, this sickness -- nothing about this is heaven.
 
Today I watched the sunrise for the first time, I had no other choice. I tried to blink away the searing light but the horizon flashed through my eyelids, a sickening orange cutting through the black of blindness.
 
The smell of the forest invaded my senses. The flowers and grass bore an odour so pungent that I felt my stomach turn and threaten to expel its own acid. The pollen and dust that floated through the air and hung in the glare of the rising sun was unbreakable and unavoidable. I wrapped a handkerchief over my face to guard me from the sour scents as I attempted a morning walk, but the smell of the cloth soon became too strong for my sensitive nostrils.
 
I fell to my knees, clutched my ankles and rolled into the foetal position, but the cloying scent of earth was too much. It washed with the innocent scent of dew and hit me with its torrid elemental sickness.
 
If this really is the road to heaven; heaven isn’t worth it.
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The high pitched wails of an incessant telephone echoed through the musty room, rebounding off walls which hung prints of postimpressionist art, photographs of burnt-out memories and framed memorabilia of faded achievements.
 
Oliver Free awoke with a start on the fourteenth ring, he had never been a light sleeper.
 
Through glazed eyes he stared at the phone next to the sofa, it buzzed with a blue light which reflected a head-pulsing radiance against the glass coffee table beneath. He glared menacingly at the device before shifting his eyes to his own body, curled up on the dusty couch.
 
He didn’t remember falling asleep, but there wasn’t much about the previous day that he did remember. The past few months had also been hazy, and even beyond that things weren’t very clear.
 
The phone reached ring eighteen; four for Free.
 
With a tired grunt he leaned over and grasped wildly with his hand until he felt a glass bottle touch his fingertips. He smiled, no matter what he did or where he slept, he always remembered to leave a drink on standby, in anticipation of a dehydrated morning or a dry midnight calling.
 
With his eyes succumbing to a sedate numbness, he lifted the bottle up to his lips and took a drink.
 
He almost choked as warm liquid ran down his throat -- clogged with rehydrated mucus from his tongue and lips -- and struggled towards his stomach.
 
“Beer?” he looked at the bottle, disappointed. His voice grated against his throat and rattled out of his mouth.
 
He shifted his body to the edge of the couch, managed to tilt his head over, looking at the floor without disturbing his sleeping limbs. Through squinted eyes he scanned the floor. The maroon carpet was littered with the essence of his life, everything he did and everything he was lay upon its dusty surface: paper scribbled with random notes; tobacco pouches; Ziploc bags of cannabis and pills; empty prescription pill bottles and blister packets; wrappers from crisp packets, chocolate bars and sweets; some well-worn books and, in the centre of this waste fortress, a newspaper opened to the centre pages.
 
He looked at the paper and waited for his eyes to focus, when they did he saw a picture of himself on the open spread. The words: ‘Free Is Fading’ headed a column which had been decorated with a recent picture of him stumbling out of a shop at eleven in the morning.
 
“Shit.” His mind began to cycle into action; the sedated hamster now climbing onto its wheel. “Shit, shit, shit.” He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, everything came back to him. “Shit!”
 
He decided against getting up for a drink and drained the rest of the warm beer, wiping his mouth with a sleeve sodden with body odour and smoke fumes. The phone headed towards its thirtieth ring. He rolled over to face the back of the sofa and closed his eyes, he was asleep within minutes.
 
 
***
 
The previous day, when the newspapers had caught him at his worst, Free hadn’t acknowledged the time when he left the house. In his little hovel, with all the curtains drawn and all the lights low, he didn’t pay attention to anything.
 
He had been awake for forty-eight hours at least, that much he was sure of as he had seen, or at least thought he’d seen, the world turn from bright to black twice. In the smallest room of his house he worked on an old laptop. A machine on which, in the distant past, he had written four bestselling novels and numerous short stories. Now the keyboard was tested so infrequently that he couldn’t even be sure if all the keys still worked. Most of the time he just stared at the screen, watching the white of his Word Processor whilst trying to think of something. Anything.
 
Nothing ever came.
 
It had been a year since he’d published his last book and two years since he’d written it. Occasionally he would get a flare of inspiration but it didn’t last and often petered out into something that lacked style, grammar, structure or sense.
 
The majority of the writing he did now was done by hand when the thoughts came to him. Some of those were notes, ideas for stories or plays that would never come to fruition; most of it was just nonsense, random thoughts and paragraphs written in the depths of a drug binge.
 
The light from outside failed to penetrate the thick curtains in his small office but it did shine an image onto them. All the different colours of light and dark, day and night, projected themselves onto the dark fabric and allowed Free to garner some sense of time. When the curtain turned a subtle shade of yellow he decided to take a break from his staring.
 
In the kitchen he found a bottle of codeine and popped a couple of the tablets into his mouth, savouring the bitter chalk on his tongue before washing them down with a can of cider which had been left on the kitchen counter. Draining the contents of the can he crushed it in his palm and tossed it towards the bin; it hit the wall, spat a spray of spittle against the off-white paint and then fell to the floor.
 
Free left it where it fell and headed for the fridge. It was a large, sleek fridge-freezer, fit for a thriving family of fatties. He had bought it when he bought the house, back then it had been stocked with fresh fruit and vegetables, lean meats, rows of juices, smoothies and a selection of cheeses; he also packed it with sandwich fillings, pre-packed sandwiches, stacks of processed meat, ready meals and anything else that could be turned into a quick snack for when he didn’t have the time or patience to cook.
 
He peered inside, squinting as the light pierced through his pupils. The health food had gone. The ready meals had also gone, as had the smoothies, juice and sandwiches. The colossal fridge was now home to two leftover pizzas, a box of unidentified takeaway and a half eaten carton of nachos -- or at least something that looked cheesy. A barrage of smells exploded outwards when the door opened, rancid meat, stale cheese and heavy herbs had yearned to escape the metallic prison and would now linger in the kitchen for a few hours.
 
He made a noise as the wave hit him. He waved a hand in front of his nose as if to dispel it. He continued to dig around, poking in and behind the boxes. Behind the carton of crusted cheese he found a can of lager lying on its side. He put it on the counter behind him. From the shelves of the fridge he removed two bottles of white wine -- both empty -- and a bottle of cider which barely contained enough liquid to quench his thirst.
 
“Shit,” he rasped, slamming the fridge shut.
 
He stood in his kitchen momentarily, contemplating. He needed alcohol, it was part of who he was. He was normally careful enough to order his alcohol online, picking wine from wine clubs or splashing out on spirits and beer from an online supermarket, but the internet annoyed him. It was a festering pool of idiots, time wasters and pornographers and he wanted no part of that or of society. He didn’t mix well in the real world, he despised that the real world had suddenly become a virtual one but, nevertheless, he couldn’t mix there either.
 
Digging into his pocket he pulled out two small blue tablets and swallowed them dry.  Along with his mass of opiates, valium was always there to lend a helping hand and make things easier. He ate the sedatives like they were made of chocolate.
 
When the drugs kicked in he threw on a coat, grabbed his wallet, walked straight past the mirror in the hallway -- ignorance was bliss, especially when you were in no mood to change or clean -- and headed out the door. He lived in a busy area, the noise of the roads both greeted and startled him as he stepped out and locked the door.
 
The walk would only take fifteen minutes. As much as he dreaded being outside, the drug cocktail that rushed through his body was making things far more tolerable.
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Oliver Free woke again, lifting his mind out of a peculiar and vivid dream.               He wasn’t sure how long he had been asleep but the phone was still ringing.
 
“Persistent fucker aren’t you?” he asked the buzzing device.
 
He opened and closed his mouth, smacking his lips together to try to alleviate the dryness which was now saturated with the taste of rancid beer. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve, pursing his lips as he did so. The sleeve of a once white hooded sweatshirt was now covered in sticky slips of peeled lip.
 
He cleared his throat, his throat gurgling with a machine-gun stutter.
 
He finally dragged himself off the sofa, paused to rub his head and eyes, and then walked to the kitchen. He took a bottle of Coke from the fridge, shook it and unscrewed the lid until the majority of the fizz had gone, and then he drank -- chugging down a litre of the flat liquid.
 
When he removed his sticky lips from the bottle he was breathless. Unleashing a burp which grated against his chest. He wiped his mouth, rested the bottle on the counter and stared at the phone in the living room whilst he waited for his breath to come back. He grumbled reluctantly, tumbled into the living room and picked up the noisy device.
 
“Morning,” he said casually.
 
“Where have you been?” the caller snapped instantly.
 
Andrew Shepard was Oliver’s agent. A no-nonsense, short-tempered man who preferred aggression and an attitude which got the job done to any friendships or familiarities. His clients generally disliked him as a person, but as an agent he was their god. His intimidating methods had given him a sparkling reputation with the big publishing companies and he settled deals that kept his writers in hedonistic luxury.
 
“Home,” Free replied, plonking himself back down on the sofa, his eyes drifting over to the newspaper as a stab of dread struck him.
 
“Have you read the papers?”
 
“Papers?” Free played the innocent card.
 
“Don’t play that game with me Olly. I know you get them delivered every week.”
 
He dropped his head back against the sofa and prepared himself for the conversation ahead. As much as he didn’t like keeping in touch with the rest of the world, he did keep an eye on the tabloids. A big fan of the idea of the subscription and an advocate for the ‘first 6 issues half-price’ deal, he had never been very good at keeping track of, or cancelling, the orders.
 
“What were you playing at?” Andrew asked. “What is wrong with you?”
 
“I was tired.”
 
“You were wasted, before noon.”
 
Free shrugged to himself.
 
“What is going on with you?” Shepard asked, his tone changing. “Is this about Julie?”
 
It was always about Julie. She was the one, she was his. Engaged at eighteen and married at twenty-six, they were going to spend the rest of their lives together. He loved her, he adored her, he wanted to live and breathe her, but he messed up and let her go.
 
“I’m over her,” Free lied. “It’s been a long time.”
 
“Too fucking long,” Shepard reminded him, “and if you’re over her then what the fuck are you doing getting wasted in the morning? Does--”
 
Free cut in, “Is there a point to this phone call or are you just going to shout at me?” he asked softly. “The beauty of the phone is that I can hang up. I don’t have to listen to this shit.”
 
“You do,” Andrew said. “We have a contract remember.”
 
“We?”
 
“Us and the publishers,” Shepard corrected. “They’re asking how the new book is coming along. The deadline is in six weeks Olly. They’re asking me what it’s about, when it’s going to be finished and I can’t tell them Olly, because you won’t tell me.”
 
“I said it’ll be done.”
 
“How far along are you?”
 
Free paused before he answered, “About--”
 
“Send it to me,” Andrew cut in, concerned about the hesitation. “Send me what you have so far, you can email it to me.”
 
“My internet is fucked.”
 
“Bullshit.”
 
“It’s true.”
 
“Then I’ll come around and you can show me on the screen.”
 
“The computer is on the blink. Has been for a few months now.” Oliver said, instantly regretting the comment.
 
“How have you been writing then?” Andrew quizzed.
 
He closed his eyes, sank into the sofa and began to hit himself on his head with his free hand. “I don’t know,” he said blankly, unable to think up a lie.
 
“You don’t have anything do you?”
 
“No.”
 
“Fuck!” commotion trickled down the line as a flustered agent tried to find a solution. “You have nothing at all?”
 
“Nope,” Oliver admitted.
 
“Okay,” Andrew said, trying to calm himself. “This is going to affect both of us, especially after that photo in the ‘papers. You’re a tabloid sensation, the once great writer, a deadbeat addict at thirty-seven. Tell me something Oliver,” Andrew paused, taking a deep breath before he pushed on. “How bad is this?”
 
“This?”
 
“The drugs, the drink -- how often?”
 
“You mean how many times a day?”
 
“You’re doing it every day?”
 
“Uh-huh,” Free said nonchalantly.
 
He expected a verbal onslaught but his agent merely sighed, “What’re you taking?”
 
“Opiates, valium, barbiturates, dope.”
 
“How are you getting hold of them?”
 
“A friend of a friend,” Free explained. “I give him a call, tell him what I need, he drops them off.”
 
“What you need?” Andrew said, stressing the word. “You’re addicted?”
 
“Yes,” Free said, finally deciding to tell his agent the truth.
 
****
 
After hanging up the phone Andrew Shepard rested his elbows on his desk and dropped his head. His hands grasped the side of his head as he ran his fingers through his once lustrous wavy hair, now a tangle of grey forced into shape with gel.
 
His eyes scanned the masses of newspapers on his desk, all opened to show pictures of Oliver Free. Some of them were big spreads, showing the writer at different stages in his life, from the onset of success in the arms of his then wife, to the recent disaster photo of the talented writer clutching a bag of booze and trying to squint away the flash of a camera. Phrases like ‘washed up’, ‘dead beat’ and ‘has-been’ appeared in all the articles as the journalists tried to pick apart the life of a gifted individual.
 
The internet was also rife with the story. Blogs and social networks were filled with Photoshopped pictures of a young Oliver Free at award ceremonies. One had replaced his BAFTA with a bottle of whiskey, another had Photoshopped a joint in his mouth whilst he smiled to the camera. Rumours were also spreading, with some people suggesting that he had been found dead of a drug overdose.
 
On Twitter Shepard watched the Oliver Free search term as people spat out their 140 characters of lies, disgust or indifference. One of them caught his eye and he clicked the link that preceded the words ‘Free goes into rehab’. He skimmed the piece, picking out the bits that most intrigued him and mouthing them softly as he read.
 
‘Oliver Free, award winning novelist and writer of stage and screen, was admitted into rehab this morning for an addiction to an undisclosed substance. Early speculation suggests that Mr Free spiralled into depression and dependence as his fame and popularity grew, finding solace in drugs and alcohol following a failure to adapt to life in the public eye. There are suggestions that he has not written another book after last year’s bestselling ‘On The Dark Side’. Free, dubbed the ‘Master of Horror’, is well known for his psychological horrors which expose the inner pain and suffering of the human condition, and his fans are hoping that he can draw on his experience with drug addiction and depression when he returns to writing.’
 
Andrew smiled. The expression was so unfamiliar to his face that his features reacted partially in shock and contorted into something that looked both evil and painful. He rose from his seat, grabbed his coat and headed out of the door.
 
“Rose,” he called to his secretary as he walked speedily past. “Get Oliver Free on the phone again,” he checked his watch, “tell him I’ll be there in half an hour; we have something important to discuss.”
 
***
 
I woke with a start, the bed sheets clinging to my body, my mind racing with a dream that I still hadn’t deciphered -- a dream that part of me had digested as reality. I waited for it to fade -- the images and memories drifting into the vacuum of a migraine that threatened to split my head in two.
 
I looked down at my body, I was chilled to the bone and shaking so fast that I appeared to be vibrating. A film of sweat coated my skin and sucked the clammy sheets towards me.
 
Wriggling out of my moistened prison I tried to close my eyes, to force myself to go back to sleep, but it didn’t work. I was tired, my head was heavy and my body was distraught, but sleep was a long way away.
 
I’m thankful for the few hours that I did get. A few hours of slumber that had been filled with horrifying dreams, strange visions, sporadic moments of waking and a unshakable chill which coursed through my body, from the back of my neck to the tips of my toes.
 
My skin feels like a sodden sweatshirt that I need to remove and clean.
 
I climbed out of bed, away from the wet patches. My bare feet touched onto the ice cold wooden floors and I quickly slid them into a pair of slippers. I sat down, sunk my head into my hands and forced my brain into apathy. I didn’t dare think about the days ahead and the pain and suffering I would have to endure, but I couldn’t stop my thoughts from heading that way, and when they did an overwhelming sense of fear and abandonment washed over me.
 
I spent the morning forcing back the tears.
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Andrew Shepard parked his gleaming silver convertible in the densely populated car park of a local pub. With his sunglasses covering his blue eyes and his suit barely creased from the crumpled seating position, he rose from the car like a movie star, grabbing the attention of passers-by.
 
He paused by the open door to adjust his tie in the wing mirror, spying a group of young women in short skirts and revealing tops across the road. He closed the door and admired the car as the sunlight bounced against its polished surface. With a flick of a button he closed the roof, waited for it to slot into place and then locked the vehicle. He flashed a wink at the girls -- one giggled back -- and then headed in the opposite direction.
 
The streets were busy as people flocked to the clubs and pubs to catch the big match on the 3D screens, whilst others made trips to the supermarkets or shops to pick up beer and junk food to celebrate the afternoon cup tie at home. It was a scene that nightmares were made of for the writer he promoted.
 
Oliver Free was the least social person Andrew had ever met. He hadn’t always been that way, but steadily, over the last few years, he had turned from a minor recluse to a complete shut-in. He was the sort of person who you’d expect to be living in a hidden corner of a secluded suburb, or locked away in a large country estate in the middle of nowhere, but he still occupied a townhouse in the city; his front door inches from a bustling community.
 
He had wanted to move to the countryside and settle down, but his wife had other ideas. They could have found middle-ground and moved to the suburbs, but Free had been a sucker for Julie and although Andrew hadn’t been told the specifics, he knew she was the reason he’d bought the house. He doubted that the reclusive writer liked living there and was sure he would move in a second if he could only force himself through the process.
 
Andrew made sure that everyone who walked passed looked at him -- enjoying the admiration of women and the envy of men. He was a proud man, a confident man and a man who had worked hard on his status and wanted to show it off to the world, to remind them he was better than them.
 
Upon arrival he noted that all the curtains had been drawn in the Free household. The dark fabric shut out the beautiful sunshine. With a sigh he knocked on the door and waited.
 
He heard some scuffling behind the frosted glass as a dark silhouette scuttled to the door and struggled with the lock. It eventually opened and Free popped his head out, his pale skin and bloodshot eyes added to the unkempt effect that oozed from him. He looked like a goblin as he peered out of the darkness with squinted eyes.
 
“What are you doing here?” Free asked, his voice low, almost whispered.
 
“My receptionist didn’t phone you?”
 
“Maybe. I didn’t answer the phone.”
 
“Are you going to let me in?”
 
Oliver Free looked his agent up and down. He stood with his arms by his side in a posture so upright it looked unnatural. “What do you want?” he persisted, his eyes flicking over Shepard’s shoulder to glance at a passer-by who looked at the pair suspiciously.
 
“I’ll explain inside.”
 
Free paused, the door still open just a few inches. He stared at his agent, weighing him up, then he grunted a reluctant and indecisive noise and stepped away from the door.
 
Andrew Shepard let himself in and closed the door behind him. Free was already on his way back to the living room when the door clicked in place and the cool, warm world outside gave way to the musty, dark world of Oliver Free.
 
***
 
Free slumped into the sofa and left his agent standing warily behind the tattered piece of furniture. Andrew looked around the room with an expression of deep disgust that he couldn’t hide. Thick dust plumes hung in the air and danced in a beam of light which broke through the curtains. He watched them spiral as he spoke.
 
“Keeping up with the housework I see.”
 
Free grumbled a reply.
 
“Are you going to invite me to sit down, ask me if I want a drink? This is no way to treat a guest.”
 
“You’re not a guest. I didn’t invite you.”
 
“You let me in.” Andrew sighed and walked across the room. He removed stacks of papers and a pizza box from a chair, gave it an inspection and a brief brush with his hand and then reluctantly sat down. He stared at the author slouched on the sofa and drummed his fingers on the thinly padded armrest.
 
“What do you want?” Free asked.
 
“You’re a mess,” Andrew said when their eyes met.
 
“You came all the way here to tell--” Free’s voice crackled and stuttered into silence, he coughed aggressively to remove a chunk of mucus from his throat before finishing his sentence with a defeated stare.
 
“Why did you let yourself get into this mess? Why the drugs?”
 
Free grumbled a laugh. “The drugs,” he repeated in a mocking tone. “Don’t tell me you’ve never taken drugs.”
 
Shepard shook his head.
 
“Not even dope?”
 
“Nope.”
 
“Painkillers, opiates?”
 
“Once or twice.”
 
“Recreational?”
 
“Broken arm and appendicitis.”
 
Free nodded slowly. His eyes dropped to the paper on the floor for a moment. “What did you think of them?” he asked, peering upwards to the well-dressed man in the corner of the room.
 
“They helped with the pain, made me a bit goofy, tired.” Andrew drummed his fingers again. “They do their job, I can’t really see the attraction if I’m honest, they’re a distraction from reality.”
 
“That is the attraction.”
 
“But it’s not the point of life. They won’t get you anywhere, there’s nothing to be gained from a constant stupor.”
 
“You know the meaning of life now?”
 
“No, but I don’t think the meaning of life is to avoid reality.”
 
“What if I told you they were my muse, like Coleridge or De Quincey?”
 
“I’d tell you to stop talking bullshit, but you have a point,” Andrew leaned forward, his elbows resting on his toned thighs. “They were great writers who destroyed their talent. They wrote some amazing work, but think how productive and great they could have been without the drugs.”
 
“You could argue that they were idealised because of the drugs, everyone loves the story of a drugged artist.”
 
“It’s funny you should say that,” Andrew’s lips curled into an expression that Free didn’t like. “That’s why I came here, I have a proposition for you.” He stood, brushed the back of his pants and then began to pace around the room, stopping here and there to look at dust-coated pictures or to examine disturbing collections of dirt and mess. “I had a thought,” he said, checking his finger with intrigue after running it across a picture frame.
 
“Great,” Free sighed in anticipation. He dug his hand into his pocket and produced five tablets which he swallowed dry and out of sight of his agent.
 
“The internet is buzzing about your situation. The public have a morbid desire to watch celebrities ease their way into self-destruction, but, rather ironically, they also love a good ‘bad boy turned good’ story, and we can give them both.” He hung his head over the back of the sofa, his inverted face inches from Oliver’s. “The best of both worlds you could say.”
 
“You could, I never would.”
 
Andrew raised his eyebrows and pulled away, continuing his walk around the room. “This is the way I see it Olly: if you continue on this course then your career is over, no one will hire a writer who can’t write and there’s only so much money you can make from selling sob stories to newspapers and magazines.”
 
“Not my style.”
 
“Theoretically,” Andrew was quick to add. “You can’t rely on royalties to pay your bills forever, not when those bills include a list of narcotics. You need to write, get back in the game.”
 
“I was never out of the game. You only just published my last book, it was a bestseller.”
 
“That’s not the way it works, you know that. Even if you snapped out of this and wrote another book in three months, it’d still be overdue.”
 
“Perhaps.”
 
“So, I suggest we use what we have. We take the publicity and we run with it. Instead of letting them publish guesswork and speculation, we give them the news and the truth straight from the horse’s mouth.”
 
“So you want me to write a fucking sob story? Make up your mind Andrew.”
 
“Not just any sob story. I want something bigger, something better, something that hasn’t been done but will fit perfectly into this technological, celebrity and drug obsessed society.”
 
“Get to the fucking point,” Free spat. “What do you want?”
 
Andrew stopped his wandering and stood in the middle of the room, looking eagerly at his client. “You’re going to come off the drugs; you’re going to get yourself sorted out and you’re going to do it whilst reporting to the public -- your fans -- on a daily basis,” Andrew smiled in conclusion.
 
“Fuck off,” Free said, barely suppressing a laugh.
 
“You have no choice Oliver. This won’t only save your career but it will make you bigger and more popular than ever. A struggle with addiction,’” Andrew was grinning as his mind conjured up the possibilities. “A creative mind and a journey through hell.” He offered up headlines as he peered towards the ceiling.
 
Free watched, slowly shaking his head.
 
“They’ll eat it up,” Andrew continued, lost in his own thoughts. “If we give them daily reports they’ll tune in to read them, if we sell them a book about your experiences, they’ll flock to buy it. They may even make a movie about it. You can become a fucking advocate for this shit if you like. What do you think?” he turned back to Oliver and grinned expectantly.
 
“I think you’re fucking mad.”
 
“You have to go through hell before you can taste heaven,” Andrew said, quoting one of Free’s characters. “Your words right?”
 
He shrugged his shoulders.
 
“This is your hell; heaven is the bright lights of the big time returning.”
 
“This is not hell.”
 
“This?” Andrew looked around the room. “With all that shit in your system, probably not, but the withdrawals...” Andrew stabbed his finger into the air, “That, my fucked up friend, will be your hell.”
 
“And what makes you think I would go through that?”
 
Andrew picked up the paper from the floor and held it out in front of him, “Because if you don’t, this will be your legacy.”
 
Free’s heart sank as he saw the picture again. He looked away in shame.
 
“You always wanted to be remembered as one of the greats. Right now, you’re just an addict, another dead hedonistic chapter in the annuls of failure, that’s all they’ll remember you as. This could be your masterpiece, your ticket to greatness.”
 
Free dropped his head into his hands and slowly massaged his temples as a deafening silence drifted over the musky room. Eventually a muffled voice spilled out through his hands. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”
 
 
4
 
Life buzzed amongst a wispy scent of perfume. Excited, anxious and worried feet tapped across a solid floor, each footfall providing a succinct echo. People shouted, whispered and spoke.
 
“I’m so excited.”
 
“It was amazing.”
 
“You lucky git, it was raining here.”
 
“She was sick, had the runs for the first three days.”
 
The voices collided in the sweet air and muddled into a cacophony of sound as distant shouts, roars and electrical noises cut into them.
 
On a hardback chair, with eyes scanning the activity in the airport, Oliver Free watched and listened, his face devoid of emotion.
 
“You’re wasted right now aren’t you?”
 
This voice was louder, closer. Free turned to see Andrew Shepard take a seat opposite him, spinning it around so that his legs dropped either side of the frame.
 
“Does it matter?” Free asked, his voice dry and hoarse.
 
Shepard merely shook his head and scanned a nearby bag, looking for some reading material to pass the time. Oliver allowed his body to slump in the chair as he prepared for a long wait.
 
 
 
It had been three weeks since his drunken face had been plastered over the papers. In that short time his agent, his publishers and a creepy man who had been hired as his PR manager, had all endeavoured to push an idea that Free had never fully grasped.
 
“Canada, America, somewhere like that,” the PR man had said.
 
“Nice and remote, I like it,” Shepard excitedly agreed.
 
At that point Free had drifted off, his eyes peering out of the high-rise window which spanned across the entire boardroom and overlooked the city. The glare of the morning lights, the hustle and bustle. He hated it.
 
“Olly?” Shepard called.
 
Oliver snapped out of his trance and turned to see his agent, the curly haired PR man named Jeff, and the two publishers all staring at him.
 
“Hmm?” he replied distantly.
 
“Jeff says he can get access to a cabin in Idaho, smack bang in the middle of nowhere,” Andrew said patiently.
 
Free nodded the nod of a simpleton who wanted to be elsewhere.
 
“You always liked the idea of separating yourself from the world, right? Getting a nice little cabin somewhere?”
 
Free nodded again. His mind conjured images of his youth when those dreams first circulated, before they had been trapped by an inner-city nightmare and a life where drugs and drink were his only escape from a world he despised.
 
“Olly!” Shepard had raised his voice. “Snap out of it would you?”
 
“Fine,” Free muttered. “Ohio it is.”
 
“Idaho,” Jeff corrected.
 
Free looked across at the creepy little man. He was just shy of five foot five and had dark curly hair and bushy eyebrows that met in the middle. Oliver had met him the day before and had spent the whole time trying to figure out what the term for his eerily straight, connected eyebrow was.
 
“It’s up at the top of the country,” Jeff, whose greasy face was etched in a constant smile, continued.
 
Free nodded, still staring at the strange brow.
 
“It’s a haven for gun freaks and right wing extremists, totally different world out there,” he said, his eyes fleeting across the table as he spoke. “So much for the United States eh?”
 
“Unibrow!” Free blurted, remembering the term after hearing it partially spoken.
 
The table fell silent. Jeff wiped a greasy spot of sweat from his forehead, everyone else looked at Oliver.
 
“Shit,” Free said, sighing. “I said that out loud didn’t I?”
 
 
 
Oliver hated airports. He had agreed to stay away from the drugs, that was the whole point of the trip, but he needed them for the actual journey. Airports were hives of human emotions and activities. They were self-contained worlds where people shopped, ate, drank, conversed, bartered and expressed the full spectrum of human emotion; be it anxiety or excitement about an upcoming flight, or loneliness and misery as lovers or families departed.
 
“I hate it here,” he muttered under his breath.
 
Shepard frowned as he looked up from his magazine. “Are you scared of flying?”
 
“Putting my life in the hands of one man controlling a giant, flying tin-can?” He glared at a young couple who were returning from their holiday; their skins orange, their faces alight, their arms locked. “No.”
 
“Let me guess,” Shepard said, returning his eyes to the magazine. “It’s the people?”
 
“Isn’t it always?”
 
“Why do you hate the world so much Oliver?” Shepard asked casually as his fingers delicately turned a page.
 
“I don’t hate the world, I just think it would be a better place without all of these people in it.”
 
Shepard grinned.
 
Free watched a middle-aged man, fully dressed in a replica England football kit, struggle to load a bulging bag onto the weighing platform which had been marked with a ‘max 20KG’ sign. The orange faced woman behind the desk smiled as she watched him wrestle with the gigantic bag. He was out of breath and red faced by the time he planted it down and turned to her. Free heard her mouth the words “too heavy” and then watched as the man went through a series of frustrated stages, beginning with confusion and ending with aggressive demands to see a supervisor. His words, growing in volume with each syllable, soon filled the arrivals lounge.
 
“The world is full of idiots,” Free established.
 
“Well...” Andrew said in one long breath, closing the magazine. “It’s just as well you’re going on this trip then isn’t it? You don’t need to talk to anyone for a few months. There’ll just be you and your computer.”
 
“And the withdrawals?”
 
“Think of them as your muse,” Andrew grinned.
 
“How do you know I’ll still be able to write during them?” Free wondered as he leaned forward, finally taking his eyes off the buzzing activity around him -- the shouting man was now trying to argue that his case was fine and the problem was with the scales.
 
“I assume you’ll have complete use of your hands,” Andrew answered sarcastically.
 
“Funny fucker,” Free spat. “I don’t even write when I have the flu, it clogs up my mind.” He waved a hand around his head as if to emphasise. “Turns me into a fucking idiot. With the withdrawals…” he flicked his gaze away as he pondered. “I might not be coherent for weeks.”
 
“That’s the beauty of it,” Andrew reassured. “You don’t need to be. This is just a blog, you’re not writing a novel. You don’t even need to write that much, keep it between a hundred and a thousand words, once or twice a day, and everyone’s happy. No one wants to read more, no one gives a shit about less.”
 
“There’ll be no phones, no way of contacting me?”
 
Andrew shook his head.
 
“So what if I stop, if I just give up?”
 
“You won’t. Your career is riding on this. We pulled a lot of strings to get this sorted and we have a lot of sponsorship behind it, you haven’t even written a word yet and we already have over a million people subscribed to read you. Don’t fuck this up.”
 
“I’ll write,” Free nodded, holding his agent’s gaze. “Don’t worry.”
 
“Good. Because you’re not going to have much else to do. There are books and games to keep you entertained, but you have no television and the internet is blocked. Jeff set up a password protected site which will allow you to publish your entries, but you can’t do anything else.”
 
“Password protected?” Oliver said, he wasn’t very computer literate.
 
“Unibrow1839,” Andrew said, his eyes back on the magazine. “That’s the password. Apparently Jeff thought you’d find it funny.”
 
“1839?”
 
“The Opium Wars. I guess he thought that was ironic.”
 
Oliver nodded slowly. “This sounds complicated.”
 
“It’s simple. You write, click ‘publish’ and then type in the password, here--” he dug in his pocket and produced a piece of paper which he handed to Oliver. “Everything you need.”
 
Oliver nodded again and studied the piece of paper. “I can’t access any other sites?”
 
“Nope.”
 
“Can I see this one?” he wondered, noting the links to a community and a blog which had been scrawled at the bottom of the page.
 
“No. You won’t even have a browser.”
 
Free stuffed the paper into his pocket. “How will I know if anyone is reading what I’m writing?” he wondered.
 
“You won’t.”
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The air was humid and heavy, it clung to every fibre of Free’s being. His skin had dribbled pinprick pools of sweat from every pore, not enough to soak him but enough for his clothes to stick to his skin with an unbearable discomfort.
 
When he touched down in the state of Idaho he was escorted to an air conditioned BMW by a man who met him at the airport. He introduced himself as Barney, a local. His skin was rough and red like old leather, he wore a stained Stetson and spoke loudly, feeling the need to shout everything in a joyous way. The journey to the cabin felt longer than it was.
 
Now Free was alone and standing outside of the place he would call home for the next few months. Andrew had seen him off at the airport and Barney had dropped him off on an empty road, next to a long gravel track which led to the cabin -- a building that had jumped straight out of a cheap horror film.
 
He stood on the small stones and stared straight ahead, listening to the truck disappear behind him as Barney shouted a happy fair-well before heading the few miles back to town.
 
The wood structure had been well maintained and was a decent size. It had been built on high foundations and was fronted by a beautiful, raised wooden deck with a sloping roof. Potted plants and ornaments covered the immediate perimeter with an encroaching forest covering the sides and back. The forest had seemingly given way for the cabin -- aesthetics, idealism and money had allowed the owners to carve a chunk out of the forest and build their dream from the fallen trees.
 
Under the sloping roof Free could see two large windows, one either side of the door. The blinds on both were open. The beaming sunlight bounced off the glass and reflected Free’s trepidation as he approached the door and used a key Barney had given him to open a simple lock.
 
The interior surprised him. He had expected and dreaded a hunter’s paradise of dead animal heads, bear skin rugs and pictures of guns and the wilderness intermingled in the design scheme as if the two had a right to coexist, but what greeted him was a fresh and flowery cabin.
 
Ahead of him, across a long and thick rug and nestled at the back of the main room, was a small workstation. Someone had set up a desk with a simple computer and workspace; pens, pencils, paper and reading material were all neatly placed on the surface of the desk.
 
To the left of the open-plan cabin was a small seating area. A pine rocking chair, a lazy-boy lounger and a leather sofa were all arranged around a fireplace. To the right was a modern, newly fitted kitchen. Near the workstation he could see a corridor spiralling off towards the back of the cabin as more varnished floors led to more grand rooms.
 
“This is it,” he said aloud, his softened words echoing into a shout.
 
When the trip had been planned he refused to think about it, he also refused in the airport and even on the plane -- happy to sit in his drug fuelled haze which glossed over any worries he had. A minor sense of dread now began to work its way through the medicated barrier. He was alone in the middle of nowhere and he was about to suffer the withdrawal from several drugs.
 
After a short while he regained his composure and allowed the drugs to wash away his troubles, then he began to make his way around the cabin. In every room someone had written a list of instructions on pieces of paper. He gathered up the paper, discovered a small bedroom and adjoining bathroom and then sat down at the computer and booted it up. He was instantly greeted with a specially designed Word Processor, similar to the one he was familiar with, but tweaked.
 
A large and colourful button, created as if to distract his attention or remind him of his duties, displayed the words ‘Upload to Server’ at the top of the screen. A ‘help’ button had also been added; a small tutorial with information that Shepard had already given him.
 
Sighing heavily, he rested his hands on the keyboard and, eventually, he began to write.
 
 
Touching Down
 
I have just touched down in a State I have never visited to live in a cabin designed, made and maintained by people I have never met.
 
A sticky and sickly sun awaits me outside. Swarms of mosquitos buzz like bullets in the thick air, the sound of their rampant wings against the backdrop of the forest -- alive with animals -- is alien to me. I’m unsure whether this is a good thing or a bad thing, time will surely tell.
 
The weather is certainly not a good thing, heat and humidity never did me any favours but the inside of the cabin seems to be air conditioned, I can feel a cooling breeze wafting through this wooden hut. Although this cabin is far from the simplicity of a hut, even classifying it as a cabin might be doing it a disservice, it is huge -- a wooden castle on a high foundation with a garden forest as far as the eye can see.
 
Despite the glorious surroundings I still feel uncomfortable, but mostly in anticipation of what is to come and what I may have to experience.
 
This is my first contact with the real world and it’s written in a place where I feel so disconnected from the real world. Probably for the best, I can’t envisage any desire for social interaction in the near future. When the withdrawals kick in and I begin to climb the ceiling, the peace will be welcoming.
 
I brought medication with me. I have enough to get me through a day of recreational doses. After today I’ll be forced to begin the cold-turkey withdrawal from the opiates. The benzodiazepines -- possibly the worst drop in the cocktail -- will take longer to get over and will be tapered for my own sanity and safety.
 
I’ve been informed that someone will come by every so often, unannounced. They will leave a supply of milk, bread, possibly some fresh fruits and vegetables and, most importantly, enough diazepam to help me through any given time, with the doses decreasing as the weeks progress.
 
Should I feel the need to take more and escape whatever hell I’ve slipped into, then I’ll feel the consequences -- forced to wait for the next dose to arrive from the unseen postman.
 
This will be horrible and this will be torture, but this feels right. Out here, away from society and embedded in a beautiful forest, I can fight my demons and I invite you along for the ride.
 
He hit the Upload button, input the password and immediately regretted it. Did he really want to invite anyone along for a ride? It sounded right and it certainly sounded like what the publishers wanted to hear -- but it didn’t sound like him. Shaking away the insecurities and regrets he reasoned that nothing he wrote on that small screen would sound like him. If what he had heard and read about withdrawal was true, he wasn’t going to be himself over the next few days.
 
He browsed the computer for a few moments but there was nothing of any use to him. There was no access to the internet and there was no software to play with, he wasn’t even sure if he had uploaded the file correctly as he had no way of checking -- the file hadn’t even saved on the computer. Whatever Jeff had done to the machine he’d done it well; it was devoid of distraction, communication and fun, reduced to a simple word processor.
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Night wrapped around the forest like a thick blanket, covering the cosy cabin in a veil of darkness. The trees flashed ominous shadows onto the forest floor; the faces of the gnomes near the deck clouded and disappeared.
 
Oliver watched the world turn grey through one of the cabin windows. He had taken his last dose of opiates, a hit heavy enough to send his mind into a sedation of simple, smiling delight.
 
It was beautiful, he’d missed it. He’d been away from the world for so long, shaded in his house with the curtains drawn, he’d never watched the sun go down -- bristling with a beautiful orange, growing darker as it dipped over the horizon and then vanishing -- and he’d never seen the moon shining with such amazing vigour.
 
It was a beauty that was exaggerated by the numbing -- exhilarating -- drugs inside him, yet one that could enlighten and brighten even the most sober minds. He pulled the rocking chair to the window and sat, slowly rocking back and forth as he gazed at a starry night which hung over the blackened forest.
 
He felt happy and at peace. The euphoria of his constantly medicated state had never been perfect, at the back of his mind there had always been a nagging doubt, a sense of guilt and shame -- something that told him what he was doing was wrong, destructive and counterproductive to the life he wanted. That weight, one which had sat in the back of his mind for so long, had been lifted. He was sobering up, he was freeing himself from his own prison. The world was waiting to accept and adore a sober Oliver Free, and he was ready for them.
 
This was an epiphany, he realised as he felt his eyes grow heavy. This was what he had needed for so long, a sobering thought in a whirlwind of medicated euphoria -- this was the turning point. Everything was going to be okay from here on out, he was getting his life back.
 
 
***
 
“I hear the pulse of life; I couldn’t hear you.”
 
Oliver Free was staring at someone he couldn’t really see. Their face and their form wasn’t visible to him yet they were standing right in front of him. He could hear them and he was sure he could see them, but his mind seemed reluctant to form an image.
 
“I’m here.” He drifted out of his body as he heard himself speak, hovering above his own self. “Can you hear me now?”
 
He remained there, floating and enjoying the view of an almost lucid dream, but then he quickly dropped back into his body. Something strange clicked inside his mind, he felt ill at ease and he was transported somewhere else.
 
He was inside his office at home. He was standing behind the cosy leather chair where he sat to write, a chair which had been vacant for so long but was now filled by him, or at least a version of him that he couldn’t control.
 
He watched his doppelgänger frantically tap away at the keyboard. The word processor on the large screen filled with forming words as the frenzied writing continued without pause. Oliver tried to speak but when he opened his mouth it was devoid of sound. He tried to reach out and touch the active form of himself, but he had no control of his muscles. He just stood and stared.
 
“Do you think you made the right choice?” the question came from behind him, but the voice -- a heavy whisper -- surrounded him.
 
He watched the man on the chair -- a memory, an image of what he desired to be or a longing for a life that he wanted to get back to -- to see if he reacted but he didn’t, he continued to whittle away at the laptop, undisturbed.
 
“Choice?” he asked, surprised that he could speak. “This is what I want, right?” he nodded to himself. “I am happy.”
 
At that point he woke; a smile on his face. The dream had disturbed him and the odd whispered words remained with him upon waking, but he was content. The drugs always gave his dreams a great lucidity and manic quality, if he wasn’t alive in them and participating -- correcting or designing his own actions -- he was often in a world which he was happy to let someone else design. His dreams were either lucid and simple or vacant and complex, filled with plots, stories and dialogue so intricate that he found himself perplexed that his imagination could design such a thing and was annoyed that the dream memories faded before he had the chance to write them down and turn them into something he could recreate and weave himself.
 
Some of his latest works had begun as memories from those dreams. His recent bestseller, a book which still held strong in the market, had been created from such a dream, the plot briefly remembered and instantly scribbled down on a notepad within minutes of waking.
 
He yawned, slowly stretched and then sighed. Through a gap in the curtains of the bedroom he could see a beam of yellow light shining, signalling morning. He could hear the calls of distant wildlife, the songs of birds filled the cabin and overpowered the sound of the air conditioning, the source of which he hadn’t discovered.
 
He climbed out of bed and quickly dressed. He made himself a cup of tea and a light breakfast and sat down on the couch to eat. He stared out of the window as he slowly chewed a slice of toast, his mind -- heavy from the previous day’s opiates -- tried to recall the dream. He briefly recalled seeing himself write, an image which brought a smile to his face as he pondered his future and his past, but, as usual, the words, the dialogue and the feeling of the dream, had all gone by the time he finished breakfast.
 
Feeling warm, his pleasure receptors still tingling from their heavy feast the night before, he made his way to the computer with a flash of inspiration and desire. He wasn’t sure what he was going to write, after suffering from writer’s block for so long he wasn’t sure if he could write, but as soon as his fingers touched the keys the words gushed out of him.
 
 
 
Day 1
 
Today is the first day of the rest of my life, as the saying goes. I am nothing more and nothing less than content. I’m smiling as I write and for the first time in my recent life it’s not a smile of sedated pleasure, but one of happiness. Happiness at the knowledge that what I am doing is right.
 
The day is bright, the sun is sweltering and the birds are providing me with a morning melody.
 
When I arrived yesterday things seemed different. The forest looked gloomy and ominous; the cabin seemed bleak and deserted, like the wooden shacks stumbled upon by a weary fugitive in a slasher movie. The air was heavy, difficult to breathe in and not very welcoming, and the silence surrounding me was just as unwelcome. Today is different. Today the air is sweet, enjoyable and relieving, like a menthol cigarette to a craving smoker. The cabin is cool, peaceful and pleasant. The forest outside is a welcoming summer paradise. So welcoming that I plan to venture out later on, armed with some insect repellent and suntan lotion.
 
You may have clicked onto this blog to read my journey through hell, and I may yet make that journey, but my first steps are pleasant ones. I’m sure you’ll have your piece of hell, but for my sake, I sincerely hope not.
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A satisfying crunch sounded underneath heavy hiking boots as Oliver Free crossed the gravel outskirts of the cabin and headed for the forest where beams of light broke through various trees and branches, spanning all angles and spitting out of the thick woodland like a tumbling diamond.
 
Morning had drifted into day and although the sun had retained its heat, a cool and occasional breeze drifted through the trees to provide light relief.
 
With a beaming smile on his face, dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt, Oliver crossed the gravel and stepped onto the forest floor. Instantly the trees above sheltered him from the sun and held him in their cooling embrace. He paused to take a deep breath, sucking in the scents of the forest.
 
“So this is what the world is like,” he mumbled as he strode onwards. The fresh air felt and smelled different to him, whether it was because he was used to the life of a shut-in or had grown accustomed to the smoggy air that swam through the streets of London, he didn’t know, but he enjoyed the freshness.
 
The forest floor was littered with leaves and broken twigs. Out of the corner of his eye he saw something small and brown scupper away; hidden under a layer of foliage.
 
Life, he thought, maybe I’m not as alone as I thought I was.
 
Finding a thick log which had been strewn across the forest floor, he sat down and admired his surroundings, listening to the scuttling noises of various animals around him.
 
He liked his own space and he liked to be alone, but being so alone and so isolated wasn’t healthy even for the most antisocial personalities. So the thought that there was life around him, and in plenty supply, brought an ease to his mind. Also, it was life that couldn’t and wouldn’t intrude upon his silence, ask for his autograph, demand work, give deadlines or make him feel uneasy with questioning stares.
 
He suddenly felt a chill swim through his body. It prickled his skin from head to toe and forced him to shudder violently, as if a cold drink had splashed onto a damaged tooth. In the humid air he felt an awkward cold, his skin still boiled from the intense heat, but his blood had frozen.
 
A loud snap sounded and he jumped. He was attuned to his surroundings, but for a split second his mind had slipped somewhere else and the noise of a broken twig brought him back with a jolt.
 
Anxious and unsure, he watched as a large deer crept into the clearing a few metres away. His mind reacted with a sceptical stab of surprise as he watched the animal grazing from the ground. It was a female deer, built for speed -- its spindly legs made for running away rather than attacking -- it bore a strong and agile frame and ears which pricked skywards.
 
Free could hear his heart beating heavily in his chest. He could feel every thud as it sent rapid rivers of chilled blood through his body. It was a sweet sight, something that should have been magical and pleasant, but for some reason his mind and body had slipped into an anxious state and the presence of life was making him uncomfortable.
 
The deer saw him. She was chewing on a tuft of grass, her head raised. She watched him placidly, her jaw moving from side to side.
 
“Hello,” Free said, trying to force away the strange feelings.
 
The deer stopped eating momentarily, her ears pricked up even further.
 
“Don’t be scared,” he assured, trying his best to sound soothing. He took his hands out of his pockets and rose to his feet. “I’m not going to hurt--”
 
He finished his sentence with a short, sharp cry as the deer charged for him.
 
Trying to turn and run in one quick movement, Oliver soon found himself face to face with the dirt as he toppled over the log. Scrapping wildly, his arms flaying like a scared child as he anticipated an unseen horror standing behind him, he clawed himself to his feet and ran. He could hear the sound of tapping feet as the deer also ran, this spurred him on even more and he pumped his legs like he had never done before.
 
It’s going to kill me.
 
His lungs were working overtime as he raced through the forest, skipping and jumping over obstacles with a laboured energy. He dragged his legs across the forest floor, over and through bushes as he slalomed through a number of trees, hopeful that a few turns would throw the deer off course. Still it thundered on behind him.
 
His vision blurred as his body strangled itself with fear, the sudden and strange anxiety had jumped off the scale and he felt a tightening around his lungs. He soon came to what appeared to be a wall in the forest, shaped from a thick line of trees and interspersed with tall foliage as dense as any rainforest. Only then did he turn, prepared to face whatever the murderous herbivore had to throw at him.
 
The deer was nowhere to be seen.
 
The noise persisted -- the clap-clap sound of a chasing animal -- but he soon realised that it came from his own chest. His heart was preparing to explode as it tuned into a beat that it hadn’t sounded in years. The noise tapped into his ears; a simple pulse transformed by a hollow and unreasonable fear.
 
He managed a laugh, a short burst of relief. “Fucking hell,” he rasped, finding a tree to lean against. “That’s not going in the blog.”
 
He waited for his breath to come back. He looked at his hands which were caked in dirt, the skin already bruised and cut from the fall. His jeans were also covered, the fall had spread patches of dirt around his knees whilst bushes that had whipped his shins left green smudges on the blue denim. He wiped his hands on the seat of his jeans and slowly slipped down the tree, grazing its rough surface until his backside thudded against the floor.
 
“Scared of a fucking deer,” he mumbled, laughing again. “Unbelievable. Whatever next.” He shook his head to himself before resting it against the surface of the tree. He closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing and his pounding heart.
 
***
 
He opened his eyes to visions of darkness. A fading grey had surrounded him. His head throbbed with a dull ache which throttled into a series of sharp pains when he moved his hand to soothe it.
 
“Fuck,” he snapped, his words croaked from a dry throat. He removed his head from the tree, slowly rubbed the base of his skull and looked around.
 
He hadn't remembered feeling tired, he could recall stopping to rest but the idea of sleeping in the forest, surrounded by creatures he didn’t like and things he didn’t know, would have been strong enough for him to avoid the call of sleep.
 
He scrunched up his face in bemusement. It had been a long time since he had undergone any physical exertions, he knew that much, but he didn’t think that panic and exercise would be followed by instant sleep.
 
Using the tree for support, he pulled himself to his feet, his legs ached and felt heavy, as did the rest of his body. Fatigue was setting in and an intensifying chill suggested that the withdrawals were also setting in and starting to eat away at his insides.
 
He could just about make out the shape of the forest ahead of him, the sun had gone but the moon was providing enough light to aid him. The forest floor was a map of grey -- layered shadows wrapping around the encroaching darkness.
 
Behind him, as he tried gather his bearings, he saw a strong source of light. A beaming ray of bright white, an artificial stream -- as if bursting from the beam of a strong torch or a car’s headlight. He walked towards it. It was much bigger than a torch or a car, its origins far away, beyond the wall of trees and bushes that stood in its path.
 
It could be another house, he thought as he instinctively walked towards the light, another occupied cabin in this little piece of paradise. It could be someone with a car who knows their way around, someone who could drive me back to the cabin.
 
He reached a row of trees and stopped. Unlike the ones behind him, these trees were lined like a wall. They didn’t span great heights and they grew close together, a strange wall of what seemed to be ivy also wove its way through them and blocked out the spaces in between. The light was only visible because of its fearful ferocity and the surrounding darkness, there didn’t seem to be any space big enough for a small animal to get through, let alone a weary human.
 
With great trepidation he reached forward, his fingers outstretched, and touched the ivy.
 
The plant responded. Something sparked against his finger and a bolt of pain jerked through his body, throwing him back several feet. His heels dug into the floor as he skidded backwards, kicking up a cloud of mud as he struggled to stay on his feet.
 
He looked at the ivy, bemused. The leaf he’d touched wasn’t moving, hadn’t budged an inch.  He held his hand out in front of his face and turned it over several times. There were no burn marks, no cuts, nothing. It trembled from the cold and from the anxiety that quickened his heart, but it didn’t seem affected.
 
He moved forward again. Slowly pacing towards the strange dot of light beyond the green barricade. This time he pushed both arms out in front of himself and barged forward, intent on forcing a way through the thick wall of greenery like a bushman cutting a path.
 
Something grabbed his arm and nearly yanked it out of its socket. He felt himself being guided with extreme force into the thick ivy. He closed his eyes as the leaves and twigs snapped and spat at his face, whipping his tender cheeks and poking his exposed neck. He couldn’t feel what was holding him but he knew he couldn’t resist it; whatever it was, it was far stronger than him.
 
He was released moments later, deep inside the ivy. His arms fell back by his side, under his control again. He slowly opened his eyes. A tall dark figure greeted him. A man with no silhouette, no shape, a man barely recognisable as a man, yet with something unmistakeably humanlike about him.
 
Free looked at where the head should be, two small orbs of ferocious red popped out from the deep darkness and glared at him. Then it spoke, its voice a heavy and spine tingling whisper.
 
“You don’t belong here!” The blackness said, its red eyes burning, its mouth non-existent.
 
“I don’t understand,” Free replied, feeling a sudden sense of deja-vu which was quickly dismissed when the flaming eyes disappeared in a wisp of smoke.
 
“Leave!” the darkness screamed and Free was already on his way back out. He was pushed by a force unseen, a great shove which lifted him off his feet and sent him flying back through the thick ivy, it had acted as a tough barrier before but wasn’t strong enough to stop him sprawling through now.
 
He landed against the dusty ground with a thud. A small gasp of pain left his lips as he rolled over backwards -- his legs toppling over his shoulders -- and came to rest on his knees. The push, punch or whatever it had been, had forced the breath out of his lungs. With one hand on the floor, gasping for breath, he looked up expecting to see his attacker. He saw a couch.
 
He was back in the cabin. On the hard wood floor.
 
“What the fuck,” his brain jolted, rocking with worry and unease.
 
He jumped to his feet and looked down. He was wearing the same clothes, a thin tee-shirt and an old pair of denim jeans, but they weren’t as dirty as they’d been. Patches of mud and swaths of greenery decorated his knees from the chase with the deer, but that was it. His tee-shirt was clean.
 
He immediately ripped off the piece of clothing and turned it over in his hands, inspecting it for any sign of mud, but there was none. He had been dragged through a wall of leaves and then thrown back out of it, landing and toppling on dusty ground, but his clothes suggested otherwise.
 
A dream? he thought, still breathless. He looked at the couch and then at the floor. I must have fallen off the couch. But...
 
He looked around the cabin, his eyes darting across the vast space as if expecting to find a dark figure or an identical and dirty tee-shirt.
 
It felt so real.
 
Deflated, he composed himself, sat down on the couch and dipped his head in his hands. This is the withdrawal, he thought to himself. Delusions, hallucinations, strange experiences, all of it -- hell starts here.
 
He had been warned about many of the withdrawal experiences. He had been told about the flu-like symptoms, and that he would experience hot and cold flashes. He had also been warned about possible hallucinations and nightmares. But did memory loss also count? If that was a dream, then why didn’t he remember returning to the cabin after he had run away from the deer?
 
He sank into the soft material on the sofa. “What have I done to myself,” he said aloud, both ashamed and worried. “I’m a mess.”
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Free had fallen asleep on the couch. Another sudden lapse in consciousness. He awoke with a jolt, bursting out of a dream that faded when he tried to recall it.
 
Cold and clammy sweat stuck to his forehead and plastered his clothes to his body. His jeans were heavy from the fluid; his tee-shirt matted. For a moment, due to the vast quantity of bodily fluid, he actually wondered if he’d wet himself. Something which he discounted when he touched a hand to his face and felt his fingers slide against his moistened skull.
 
He recoiled, looking at his drenched hand. The sweat was sticky, pooling over his skin like a sickly drool from an excited extra-terrestrial.
 
He rose from the sofa, surprised to note that his skin still flushed with an icy chill, a chill which cut through his body and forced his limbs to tremble as if trapped in a moment of extreme fear. It was why the withdrawal process was referred to as going cold turkey,
something he could never relate to before but understood now. The turkey part still eluded him but the last twenty-four hours had thrown many strange things his way, it wouldn’t surprise him if a turkey managed to slip in.
 
He peeked out of the window, watched a breaking orange light as the sun began its rise over the horizon to begin a new day. A beam of dry light caught him in the eye and sent sharp signals of pain to his sensitive brain.
 
He walked up to it, his eyes shielded with his hand, and pulled the blinds shut -- wrapping the cabin in darkness. The sun continued its slow ascent over the world as he spent the next half hour writing on his blog, explaining the events of the previous night and the strange dreams in the forest. Telling his readers, whoever and wherever they were, that the hallucinations were cold and unlike anything he had experienced before. He left out the part about the deer but he did write about the onset of the anxiety, a strange feeling which still buzzed through him.
 
He also used the time to reflect, sharing those reflections with his readers and reasoning that although the opiate withdrawals were straightforward and expected, no one had been sure what to expect from the simultaneous and tailored withdrawal of the valium, along with the abrupt cessation of everything else he abused but managed to avoid becoming addicted to; substances ranging from alcohol and cannabis to sleeping tablets and the odd psychedelic.
 
His body was a reservoir of rotting drugs and his mind was a chasm of chemical misfires. Add in the natural reaction of a borderline agoraphobic who’d barely left the house in three years and you set the stage for the perfect, and disturbing, experience. That is what he told his readers, but when he finished writing and made his way into the kitchen to boil the kettle, he couldn’t help but wonder differently.
 
It had felt so real.
 
Is my mind really that unreliable? Am I really that messed up?
I must be he reasoned. If I think any differently I’m deluding myself and becoming a victim of my own insanity. I’m letting the withdrawals get the better of me. I need to face this, to fight it and to come out alive, healthy and sane.
 
He shuddered as his cold bones and goose-pimpled flesh suddenly ran with a flash of heat. It was an instantaneous rush which did little to warm him up, the sweat which it produced ran cold, as did the blood which coursed through his body. It was as if his body had decided to adopt one of the two extremes but was still debating over which one. Sighing out a hot and slow breath he sluggishly staggered back to the sofa and sat down. Through the blinds he saw that the sun was now high in the sky, its orange glare slipping through cracks and spaces in the plastic shutters to shed light on the musty cabin, swirling through the air where dust clouds lay dormant.
 
This is it, he thought, gulping down the taste of fear and trepidation which stuck in his throat. Three days in psychical hell, and then… who knows. He stared at the window. A lot had been written about the horrors of the first week of opiate withdrawal, the rest -- the other drugs, the seclusion, the underlying problems -- merely formed a concoction of problems that suggested unease and suffering, but didn’t specify how much.
 
 
Day 2/3
 
The sun has faded in the dark-drenched clouds; I’m unsure of the time and unwilling to find out. I spent an hour staring at the clock earlier today, watching as each second dragged on, as if the small hand on the wooden clock face was fighting against a strong magnetic force.
 
In such a short time I experienced a few flashes of heat but an unbearable chill countered those sweaty glimpses and seemed to freeze my bones. The heat of the sun beaming into the cosy cabin wasn’t enough to keep the cold away, and putting on another jumper only made things worse. The extra material on my skin seemed to intensify the chill and raised every goose-bump. Like a feverish child I eventually wrapped myself in a loose blanket and lay on the couch, throwing the blanket off before pulling it back on moments later.
 
In my moments of somnolence and agony I did find the time to figure out the air conditioning whilst skimming through one of the instruction sheets left for me. Vents run along the underside of the cabin walls like a barred skirting rail, pumping hot or cold air into every room. The programming seems simple and can move from intense heat to ice cold in minutes, but I lack the desire to use it to level out these rapid changes in my body temperature. I’ll leave it to whatever pre-set it’s on for now. I’m not even sure that it could warm me up, my body seems to be operating on its own temperature which runs high or low regardless of external heat.
 
I struggle to think and I struggle to type. I can’t retain a thought in my aching head and my hands and fingers act like broken levers, moving wrongly and hitting the wrong keys -- inebriated from the shoulders down.
 
My legs are still my own, although something seems to be taking over them. A force is lurking in my muscles, waiting to grip me and paralyse me. The same feeling has also gripped my stomach and the small of my back, weakening them as it prepares to take over. Earlier, to keep my sanity and to avoid a moment of panic, I paced up and down the floor as I watched the clock eat away the seconds with the hunger of a bloated anorexic. When the hour finished, my memories of the first minute seemed days old. I covered the clock and all the other time pieces in the cabin with sheets, pillow cases and clothes. The sun and the moon can guide me and, as long as I don’t become lured into watching either one of them rise or fall, I may be able to hold my nerves.
 
 
Day 3
 
Today the sun spread its warmth into the cabin and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror: my eyes black and sunken, my face pale. I struggled to focus as I gazed at my own reflection, I was sure that, for a brief second at least, I caught a glimpse of my skin hanging deathly from my exposed skull, falling from the bone like a decomposing clay figure.
 
At that moment a sudden rush of overpowering dizziness, cold and nausea swam over me. Finding a soft surface, a patterned rug, I settled down and sunk into it, hoping that the thick fibres would soak up a freezing chill that spread thickly through me. The smell of the softness was profoundly prominent as I lowered my face; a musty stench that kick-started my gag reflex.
 
An intake of air brought with it a dust cloud which forced an agonising cough, an action which tore at my stomach and stabbed my chest. Grasping at my midriff, I managed to tilt my head back, just as something twisted and turned inside my abdomen and saliva and mucus spread a burning track up my throat and out of my mouth.
 
The vile concoction sprayed over the carpet, colouring it a nasty shade of yellow. I cursed at myself with a faded rage as bile dribbled a jaundiced line down my chin and hung from my bottom lip like spaghetti.
 
That was the peak of the withdrawals. That’s what I had to show for my years of abuse. I had no memories of the good times, I wasn’t even sure there had been any good times, they’d all just merged into a feeling of indifference -- a content blandness.
 
Overcome with a dizzying agony, I allowed my head to flop forward, feeling my face press into the bile-soaked carpet. The thick fluid soaked into my chin and tried to crawl back into my open mouth which was still gurgling. At that point I passed out, losing consciousness just as a crippling pain was beginning to tear my stomach in two.
 
I awoke some time later. The shadows in the cabin had stretched, the fresh sunlight appeared brighter. Lifting my head out of the mucus -- which had begun to form a crust -- I rose to my feet, waited for a blurring moment of dizziness to pass, and then sluggishly crossed to the bathroom.
 
I stayed in there for what seemed like an eternity, sitting on the toilet seat, my hands on my stomach, rocking backwards and forwards in the hope that the pain would leave or give me some respite. The stench of vomit remained on my clothes and on my face but there was nothing else for my stomach to give so I didn’t fear anymore sickness.
 
Eventually I ate a slice of toast. A fresh loaf had been awaiting on my arrival, it had grown stale but was enough to provide my shocked body with some comfort. I ate slowly, despising each mouthful and struggling to force the starchy food down. Lumps of bread slipped down my throat after a struggle, only to reappear moments later.
 
With the bread finally consumed, I found some solace in a warm cup of tea and some paracetamol. I struggled to deal with the nausea which continued to attack me throughout the day, but as the sun began to dip over the horizon, turning the cabin an orange flavour, the food and the painkillers seemed to have helped.
 
I write and recount this with trembling fingers which are no longer my own. I can’t finish a word without missing a key or forgetting how it’s spelled, but somehow the words keep flowing.
 
As the night has rolled on my spine has also been taken away from me, its ties with my body severed. A constant dull ache runs through my back and spreads down my legs. All of my strength and endurance has been sucked out of me and just walking to the computer has left me breathless, tired and dreading the walk back to the couch or bed.
 
I am very tired and very drained, but I don’t think I will sleep tonight.
 
 
Day 4
 
All night I writhed in agony. I tried to sleep and at some point I managed to slip into sleep’s embrace for a few moments, but I soon woke. The nightmares, the visions; they forced me back into the real world, a world where my mind constantly throbbed with an unbearable fusion of anxiety, depression and anger. I ached from head to toe, my muscles and my bones creaked with the dullest and most unbearable pain.
 
I left the bed, its sheets still tussled and soaked in sweat, and tumbled through my belongings in the hope of finding some opiates to ease the pain. My hands trembled as I poked through clothes and food with the meagre hope of finding the smallest morsel, a scattered tablet or a forgotten bottle. There was nothing.
 
When the moon was still high in the sky, I retired to the couch. Restless, and unable to tackle a confusing and delirious mash of emotions, I resorted to taking what remaining valium I could find, throwing the tablets down my throat.
 
The dose helped me, but only slightly. As write I still struggle to control my fingers. Each keystroke takes a great deal of energy, they feel harder and heavier, almost sticky and reluctant as my wrists -- zapped of energy -- struggle to complete this simple task.
 
The valium has eased the nausea though and I can only pray that I do not suffer another episode similar to yesterday. I am drenched with fatigue and although I know that my body needs fuel, I have no appetite and don’t want to feed the sickness.
 
Yesterday and today should be the worst, the peak of the withdrawals. That much I can be thankful for, because I don’t think I would be able to handle anything heavier than the aches that weaken me now, or the sickness that tore my body then. Shaking, trembling in my own skin as if my organs are trying to wriggle free of their fleshy prison, I will retire to the couch and try to urge away the depression, wrap away the cold, swab away the sweat and ignore the pains which stretch from head to toe and peak in my stomach.
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Oliver Free watched the sunrise to greet his fifth day of withdrawal. His eyes squinted as the strong light shone into the cabin and pierced through the gaps in the blinds. For the third night in a row, he hadn’t slept. Curled up on the sofa, hugging a blanket to his trembling and tired body, he had tossed and turned and hoped for a minute of rest. It didn’t come.
 
His body was in a dire state of disrepair. He had ravaged it with the excesses of drugs and now, as his central nervous system tried to restore to default settings, it was making him suffer.              Every piece of extreme joy and delight that the drugs had given him had turned to the other extreme, as if nature was playing a cruel joke on him and forcing him to settle for the middle ground. For sobriety.
 
He desired the drugs with a desperation that hurt his soul, he wanted to taste their bitterness, to bathe in their glow -- he would do anything to be given to opportunity to indulge in them again. The other substances didn’t bother him much. He had been drinking a lot over the years, but the alcohol was more of an addition than a substance in itself, as were the barbiturates which prolonged the heavy-headed feelings. He wanted neither of those substances right now, he doubted he could hold down the alcohol and he was too fatigued to enjoy barbiturates.
 
He would have liked some extra valium to calm him and some cannabis to soothe his aches and pains, but it was opiates that he desired more than anything and it was the opiates that were picking him apart more than anything.
 
The desire was made worse by the fact that he had nothing to do, nothing to keep him occupied -- to divert his thoughts. His mind was operating at too slow of a pace to make do with what games the cabin had to offer and he wasn’t sure he would be able to focus long enough to even consider reading a book.
 
Instead he watched. The main window in the cabin, by the front door, had six gaps where the slits of the blinds didn’t bind together. The first slit indicated the start of the day, by the time the sun reached the final slit he knew he was just hours from sunset.
 
When the sun disappeared behind the second slit, Free summoned the courage to stand and walk to the kitchen where he made himself a cup of tea and a slice of toast. He headed back to the couch as the sun slid onto slot three. He slowly munched his food in the silence of the cabin before a loud and succinct noise interrupted him, he felt his insides jump and his heart pick up its pace.
 
He looked towards the source of the noise, his eyes pinned on the front door. His anxieties increased as he pondered the possible and imagined the worst. A grating noise leaked through the door, as if someone was pushing something up against it, then a heavy hand tapped out three loud knocks, each one reverberating through Free’s mind and body, sending his anxieties into overdrive.
 
He remained seated. His eyes quickly scanning the windows around the cabin. He noted that the blinds were shut, from the outside the cabin would appear dead, isolated and empty.
 A saturated crumb crawled down his throat as he gulped, his eyes still wide, bulging and aimed at the door.
 
They might be checking to see if it’s empty, he thought. If I don’t answer they might break in, smash a window. Could it be the owners? A fan who has tracked me down? Maybe someone has come to save me, to take me home.
 
Free’s heart slowed a notch at the thought that a familiar face might be greeting him on the other side of the door. A familiar face with a handful of familiar drugs, an apology and news that his blog had already exceeded expectations and he didn’t need to be out here any longer.
 
He contemplated that momentarily and then shook his head.
 
He put              down the slice of toast, held between two trembling fingers, and slowly rose, careful not to make a sound. He crept towards the door, leant up against the strong wooden structure and strained to hear any noises from outside. He heard the usual cacophony of birds singing in the trees but he couldn’t hear anything human. No talking, no movement, no breathing.
 
He continued to listen for an interminable amount of time before he finally gained the courage to open the door. He closed his eyes to ease his thumping heart and his trepidation. He slowly pulled it open and peeked out through a small slit through which the sunlight streamed through.
 
There was no one there.
 
He opened the door further, took a step, paused on the heel of taking another and then popped his head forward, looking down either side of the cabin for any hidden attackers or wannabe intruders. He couldn’t see anyone. Somewhat embarrassed at his own reaction to the possibility of human interaction, he opened the door further and took in an exaggerated breath of air, as if proving to himself that he hadn’t been afraid all along.
 
Then he saw the source of the noise. Just outside the door, resting on the floor, was a small blue crate. It looked like something designed to carry milk bottles or picnic supplies. It was open and overflowing with goodies, from his standing position Oliver could see a bottle of milk and some bread, amassed below a slice of paper which had been folded in half.
 
Whoever had delivered the crate had already disappeared. He couldn’t see or hear a car in the distance and he doubted it was delivered on foot, but he was happy for the impersonal delivery.
 
He took one last look at the outside world, grabbed the crate and dragged it into the cabin before shutting the sunlight out.
He dug through the box to found supplies of fresh bread, milk, butter and coffee, all carrying labels of American brands he’d never heard of.
 
At the bottom of the crate he found a small cardboard box on which someone had scribble the words “Meds” in lazy handwriting. He began to rip it open with excitement and expectation. He had been told all about the tapering from the benzodiazepines but he had never really paid any attention and a small part of him hoped that inside the little box would be some opiates. Just a little would do him, even just a couple of tablets.
 
Please, just a few.
 
His excitement grew as his shaking fingers tore through the cardboard.
 
Please, a few more and then I’ll stop; I swear.
 
He let the ripped box fall out of his hands and stared at the contents he had dragged from within. Two small scripts of valium and some paracetamol were wrapped up inside some bubble-wrap; seemingly sent all the way from the UK before making another journey to the cabin.
 
Bollocks.
 
Saddened, deflated and forcibly pulled back to reality, he sat back down and put the tablets on the floor next to him. He drank his tea and forced down half a slice of toast before he finally picked up the letter and read with a great deal of disinterest.
 
Oliver,
 
I hope you are doing okay. As requested, I have brought you some fresh supplies from the store. They tell me you have all the tinned and frozen food you could need but I felt a little sorry for you out there on your own so I popped in some coffee. It’s instant so it doesn’t need a coffeemaker, but it’s pure heaven.
 
All the best,
 
Barney
 
Oliver smiled. He hated coffee but appreciated the thought. It also soothed him to know that he now had doses of valium and wouldn’t need to suffer without it after his previous overindulgence.
 
 
Day 5
 
The physical torment is waning. I have yet to sleep and my body is still far from normal, but a weight of sickness no longer hangs in front of my head and my body isn’t crippled with agonising pains.
 
This morning, as the sun rose for what seemed like an umpteenth time, I felt a wave of creeping nausea. Unwilling to let it sit on my stomach and my senses, I immediately forced myself to vomit. Nothing but saliva was expelled and by accepting the sickness I opened myself up to wave after wave of stomach-clenching wretches. Feeling worse for wear afterwards, with sharp pains swarming over my abdomen, I was glad when the nausea passed.
 
My mind still troubles me with the smallest of worries and anxieties. Thoughts of what might be and memories of what never really were disturb me to the highest degree. Recalling small regrets or stupid mistakes send me into a spiral of depression as, for the first time in years, I am beginning to care about how the world sees me and how it saw me for so many years. There are so many regrets and so many mistakes, and I have little to keep them at bay bar a strongly developed ability to dissociate. Something that used to be a curse -- keeping me away from society, away from the ones I loved and away from myself -- is becoming a blessing as my mind descends into chaos.
 
As the days crunch together and time stands still, I am forgetting what I have written and how many entries I have given you to read. This can be nothing short of erratic to read but I assure you it is harder to keep track of on my side; summaries of the day and additional entries with titles is all I can provide as I can no longer distinguish one entry from another. I tried to keep track of the passing days with a tally chart scrawled onto a notepad, but I soon found that I was forgetting if I had ticked off that day or not, resulting in multiple ticks for one day and none for another.
 
The worst of the opiate withdrawals should be over now, but the tapering of the benzodiazepines and the abrupt cessation of so many other things has yet to make its mark and I fear that there are many different horrors ahead.
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He wrote the morning entry with a smile on his face. For a moment, a very brief one, he felt good about himself, happy that he was on the mend and happy that the worst was seemingly over.
 
Those feelings quickly faded and, as his methodical typing ended, his body heated up. The constant cold which soaked every nerve was flashing with bursts of heat.
 
He drained the last remaining dregs from a cup of tea and put the ceramic mug down next to the computer. He glared at it accusingly, sure that the small hit of caffeine and the hot liquid had flipped his body temperature.
 
He walked over to the couch, taking off a light sweatshirt which he wore over a short sleeved tee-shirt. Sweat beads popped onto his head and he instantly wiped them away, something he had grown accustomed to over the last few days, but this time was different. He noted that the sweat was warm to the touch as he drew his bare arm across his forehead. His neck and face was also hot and sticky to the touch. He breathed out heavily, hoping to expel the heat. He glanced at the bottom walls of the cabin. The vents, seamlessly built into the wooden frame, were tucked into the base of the wood. These barred turrets spat out an endless supply of fresh, cool air; filtering through the room and keeping it away from the toxic heat outside.
 
He ran his hand along the turrets, his fingers trailing across the thin bars.               There was no air coming out. Remembering what he had read on one of the instruction papers, he found the switch to the vents near the front door. The switch had been flicked into an ‘On’ position, set to come on at numerous times during the day.
 
“Bollocks,” Free spat, struggling as he crouched down on one knee and gave the dial his full attention. The small plastic knob was surrounded by a succession of lines, dots and tiny numbers. None of which indicated the time or offered any clues how it worked.
 
Without wanting to devote too much of his clouded attention to the device he merely fiddled with it, turning it this way and that whilst keeping an ear close to the vents to listen for the sound of rushing air. Failing to find anything he stood up, pouted and glared.
 
A thick glob of sweat quickly ran down his head and nestled in his eyelash as he looked on with bewilderment. He blinked it away, wiped at his face again -- the hair on his arm now matted with moisture from his face -- and wandered to the kitchen table where the collection of manuals awaited him.
 
The handwritten sheets offered details for different rooms and appliances on each page. He flicked through. ‘Kitchen’, ‘Living Room’, ‘Computer’, ‘Toilet’, ‘Games’, ‘Food’, ‘Supplies’. He stopped, a bead of sweat dripped from his hanging head and landed on the page marked ‘Air Conditioner/heating’
 
“The cabin runs on a simple to use heating/cooling system which runs along the vents at the--” Free read aloud, quickly skimming through the neatly written words until he found ones which stood out. “The controls for the unit are already set to provide adequate cooling throughout the day. There is no need to change or alter them. When the weather cools the unit can be switched off or changed to one of the heating modes.” Free reached the end of the page and turned but found nothing more than a superfluous explanation, padded with various comments wishing him well. “Is that it?” he asked, surprised.
 
He scrunched up the sheet and began a search of the cabin, despite living there for five days he hadn’t probed beyond the main rooms and barely knew where anything was. In the kitchen he found two doors, one opened into a pantry stacked with plenty of food -- enough tinned and packet food to feed an army -- whilst the other was empty but for a small vacuum cleaner.
 
In the living room, in the furthest corner, he found a door leading into a large space which housed a buzzing chest-freezer and a fuse box. He opened the freezer and stuck his head inside, lodging his face between a box of fish fingers and some bags of frozen vegetables. The sweat quickly cooled on his skin and pricked his goose-pimples back into life.
 
When he lifted his head he noticed another door hiding in the dimly lit room. “It’s a fucking maze,” he whispered, his breath fogging in the cool air as the freezer door fell shut with a softened thud.
 
The door was only five foot high and seemed to be part of the wall itself, practically invisible except for a wooden handle. He tugged on the handle and, with a great creak and the small crack of blistering paint, the door gave way, ushering in a wave of stale air as it opened.
 
The room beyond was small and dark. Free fiddled around for a light switch but failed to find one. A small red light emanated from a tall device inside, he could see its bulky shape framed in the light that shone from behind him.
 
Smiling, content that he had found the unit, he ventured back into the cabin and returned with a torch. He ducked under the door, crept towards the device and bent down beside it. In the small crawl space he flicked on the torch. The thick orange beam lit up a large control unit which was clearly marked with the words ‘Temperature Control.’
 
In his tired and curious hands the heavy torch swung around the small room. Free’s anxiety signals peaked when he saw what decorated the wooden walls of the small crawl space.
 
Neatly etched into the dark wood were a series of words. The torch light flickered across a few of them as Free’s lips instinctively mouthed them. Anger, Rage, Passion, Desire, Melancholy, Hate; they formed a list on the opposing wall, embedded in the flesh of the wood as is they’d been stencilled there.
 
He scuttled across to them, moving crab-like across the small space as the roof shortened the further away from the AC Unit he travelled. He knelt down before them, his head lowered, his neck bent. He ran his fingers across the words and felt no specks of wood, no harsh splinters punctured his skin. The cuts were smooth and almost professional, purposefully carved by someone with a lot of time on their hands.
 
“What the fuck is this?” he wondered aloud, leaning backwards. He sat on the floor and brought his knees up to his chest, wrapping his arms around them as he stared at the worded emotions.
 
Is this some sort of art? He wondered. Anything could pass for art nowadays and that freedom often bridged the gap between canvas and wall, from the studio to the home.               Was this a reflection on the small, confined space, an homage to the unjustly imprisoned or the--.
 
He paused mid thought. The torch twitched between his fingers. With his mouth open in awe he slowly dragged the beam of light around the entire room, wall to wall, from floor to ceiling. “Unbelievable,” he muttered softly as the beam picked up a collage of words and phrases; all carved into the wood with the same effort and design.
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The words carved into the wood in the small room of the cabin echoed the thoughts of an erratic writer. Free had had similar displays himself, written in scruffy and loose handwriting, filling the pages of countless notebooks which were scattered around his house.
 
Someone had taken time to etch those thoughts. Whoever had been carving into the wood not only had a steady hand but also had a memory that hadn’t been tainted by chemicals. In places, the words did show signs of fatigue, some letters were bigger than others and some of the words dipped towards the end of the sentences. A sign of a tired hand.
 
Free hurried out of the small room and raced into the living room. His legs lacked endurance and by the time he grabbed a pen and a notebook and made the short journey back he was out of breath and felt like he’d run a marathon.
 
He opened the small door as wide as it would open, tried to usher in the light from the living room. It wasn’t enough to provide a clear spectrum but it turned the black into grey.
 
He wrote down the words he had already seen from memory, the torch switched off -- the simple emotions of Anger, Rage, Paranoia, Desire, Melancholy and Hate which had been listed like a sociopath’s shopping list. When his eyes adjusted to the dim light he wrote down everything else in his sloppy handwriting.
 
When he finished he was still out of breath, his anxiety now at fault. He returned to the couch and flicked through his notes, studying the copies of the random sentences.
 
I enjoy my pleasure and am happy to suffer for it.
 
Time is on my side.
 
A growing evil lurks inside, clawing at me, rapping sharp claws against my skin in a bid to escape.
 
A chill. A heat. A pain. A sickness.
 
An unseen power pulling at my mind, stripping away my sensations to experience life devoid of pleasure.
 
I don’t like it here -- where has it dragged me?
 
Free lowered his eyebrows as he read the first page of inscriptions which covered an entire wall in the small, dingy room. With increasing trepidation, and an anxiously beating heart, he flipped the page.
 
These emotions dwelled inside of me, tossing and turning, flipping from one to the other.
 
The sentence had been etched alongside the list of emotions and seemed to proceed them. Shaking his head, his face a picture of confusion, he picked through more of the notes.
 
Everything I’d done, seen and experienced, was fresh again. Good memories turned to regrets, regrets burned my soul.
 
“What the fuck is this?” he spat as a ferocity quickly built inside of him.
 
It was a cruel and unforgiving substance. Death, pain or torturous hell awaited the unsuspecting addict.
 
I was alone, isolated. Abandoned by the world and left to die.
 
I knew in time they would come for me, but each passing hour was an hour too long, would I even be worth saving when they found me?
 
Had someone else been here? He wondered, had someone else suffered a similar fate to his? He should have known that the strange man with the unibrow and over-enthusiastic expressions wasn’t a man to trust. He had been quick to suggest this place, quick to push Free here. Here in the cosy comfort of a cabin -- a holidayer’s dream, a ticket to freedom, a move away from the harsh sounds of the city -- with no one around to help him, no one to hear him scream, but a possible plethora of people watching him; playing with him.
 
His eyes flicked subconsciously to the corners of the room.
 
Is this place bugged?
 
He stood up, put the notebook down. They could have rigged up an elaborate system to watch me suffer, showing the world what withdrawal was really like, letting them study me in between ad breaks for car insurance; sandwiched between a soap opera and a show for desperate celebrities hoping to regain some fame and respect.
 
I am a desperate celebrity.
 
He halted his paranoid, hasty steps, he felt a wave of sadness wash over him. He had become everything he hated, everything he despised.
 
“Are you listening!” he said as his sadness turned into anger. “Are you watching me?” he screamed at the unseen cameras. “Are you really that sick, that fucking disturbed? Go fuck yourselves.” He picked up the notepad. “What is this, did you do this? Did you lure some other poor fucker down here, is that it? Or is this just another part of your twisted fucking game?” He threw the notebook at the wall, it flapped, halted mid-flight and then dropped to the floor.
 
He was breathing heavily, specks of spittle dribbled down his chin, he wiped them away and flung himself backwards; landing on the sofa.
 
“Bollocks,” he said, holding his hands to his head and closing his eyes. “What am I thinking, this is not right, this is not me.” Tears began to roll down his cheek as he ducked his head forward, planting it close to his knees. “I’m losing it. I need to stay calm,” he spoke with a quiver in his voice. “I can’t let the drugs get to me. I’ll lose my fucking mind.”
 
He reclined again, let his head roll onto the cushion of the sofa, his eyes gazing up at the cabin and the suspected camera spots. There was nothing but more layers of wooden slabs and a curved lip which connected the walls to the ceiling in the name of aesthetics.
 
There are no cameras there.
 
He closed his eyes and began to sob. Every reason to feel depressed or sad hit him at once, flooding through him in a wave of recollection. He cried for the first time in years, hiding his sobs in his hands or his lap, even though no one was around to hear him.
 
***
 
Free cried until his body and his thoughts dehydrated. There was no reason left to cry and no fluids to fuel the tears. He made his way to the kitchen to restock, boiling himself a hot cup of tea.
 
He felt better. He’d needed that. He’d never understood why people cried. When his parents died and when he began to regret losing his wife -- the most troublesome times in his history -- he had shed a single and involuntary tear for them. Something akin to a moment of tiredness rather than deep psychological suffering. But now he understood, it really had relieved him, and during the exhausting exploit he had also cried for the times when he had failed to cry, making up for lost tears.
 
He picked the notebook up from the floor and sat down on the couch to read. He casually sipped his tea as his eyes crossed over his own scribbled copies of the unexplained carvings.
 
He didn’t know what they meant, it was an odd assortment of prose and random thoughts, but what bothered him more was the thought that someone had taken a great amount of time to carve it into the wall of a cramped room. The cabin had a computer and was well stocked with notebooks and pens, or at least it had been for Oliver.
 
He pondered as he stared. The heat from the tea wafted across his face and he soon remembered the broken air conditioner. His brain quickly tuned back into his burning body and again he felt the awkwardness of his clothes sticking to his unsettled skin.
 
He shivered despite the heat. The withdrawals made his skin feel like it was crawling, like a million beetles were scuttling underneath its fleshy surface, this made every piece of clothing unbearable.
 
He left the confines of the cabin -- unwilling to step back inside the small room which now bore a creepy aura -- and stood momentarily in the doorway, looking out onto a quickly greying and peaceful night. He breathed in slowly, sensing a touch of wetness in the air.
 
He settled down on a wooden chair which rested on the deck, the shadows of the darkened forest waiting ahead of him. A small light flicked on above him when he pulled a rope switch and the porch soon bathed in an orange glow.
 
The cool air rushed at him from all sides, brushing his clothes away from his skin and sending cold flashes through his body. He was covered from the elements by the roof, a wooden parasol which shaded the porch and reminded Free of so many American films -- content old couples sitting on large wooden porches and watching the world go by.
 
A pitter-patter woke him from his thoughts and he looked out to see the ground bombarded. Steady at first, the noise quickly picked up as the skies split and ushered in heavy rain clouds. He watched with the content smile of a simpleton as the rain sloshed onto the roof above him and the ground around him. He watched the droplets lash over trees that were barely visible; watched it decorate the land several shades darker as the water slapped and then soaked into the muddy ground or coated the pebbles a deeper shade of wet. In a place where he had found little pleasure, he found great enjoyment in watching the rain and breathing in the scents as the water tore through the forest and wafted earthy smells his way.
 
He took gentle sips from the tea which was growing tepid in his hands, his mind drifting away from the discomforts of the flesh. The rain began to pelt the ground heavier and, above his sheltered world, Free heard the skies crack, sounding an ominous bell which preceded heavy rain. The water droplets slammed into the ground like bullets, he watched as they crashed into the earth and spat out clogs of muddy shrapnel.
 
The air grew colder, much to Free’s pleasure, and the sound of the rain was now deafening as it peppered the cabin aggressively. A misty veil soon formed ahead of the structure. It appeared before Free’s eyes, rising from the ground like a pillow of smoke. It formed an almost impenetrable grey fog, as dense as the rainstorm that created it.
 
Through the grey clouds he watched a small black silhouette appear. It rose slowly and mingled with the fog; billowing up like a small fire at first, it soon spiralled and whirled into something much larger which increased in density and size by the second.
 
Free leaned forward in awe, putting down his cup of cold tea and concentrating on the black swirl spinning in the pouring rain.
 
It rose further, seven or eight feet high, and then it stopped. Its jagged edges began to merge with its centre as each pixel of black shifted into line until it formed a solid silhouette. As a solid statue, a form of something resembling human, it remained in one position for a few seconds.
 
Free looked on, both intrigued and shocked.
 
He could make out the head, the body and the legs, although from his vantage point it could have been anything. The legs almost merged into one, the torso seemed too tall and the head didn’t appear right, the whole thing seemed to be shifting constantly, as if vibrating.
 
The one thing that gripped Free the most, made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end, was that he was sure the thing -- whatever it was -- was staring at him; watching him. Before he could make out any more details, it vanished, swiftly shooting sideways where it disappeared out of the illuminating fog and merged with the blackened forest.
 
Ill at ease, Free looked at the notepad again.
 
I wasn’t sure what was real, I wasn’t sure if I was real anymore.
 
The final copied message seemed to talk to him but he refused to listen. “Could be anything,” he said loudly, as if his own voice would add to the reassurance he wanted to provide. “Fucking withdrawals are driving me mad.” He retreated back into the cabin, pushing the image of the dark creature to the back of his mind where it would wrestle for space with his desire for comfort.
 
 
12
 
The rain continued to batter the cabin as Free walked inside and embraced an overpowering heat. The air vents were finally pumping out air but it wasn’t the cool and refreshing air that he needed.
 
He pushed his hand in front of the vents and immediately withdrew it. It was almost scalding.
 
The switch on the wall appeared to be turned to the highest degree of cold but he fiddled with it regardless. He turned it to the maximum heat, spinning it both ways, but neither provoked a response from the vents. They even spat out their fiery fury even when the dial was rotated to the ‘off’ position.
 
A building irritability worked through him, he crossed to the freezer room again, carrying the torch and ducking into the room which held the boiler. He purposefully avoided looking at the walls, reasoning that what he couldn’t see couldn’t disturb him.
 
Failing to control the boiler and change the settings, he pushed the reset button and watched as the device ceased buzzing and gradually silenced like a dying engine. It stuttered a few final spurts but failed to restart, the buttons also failed to respond to Free’s annoyed jabs as he smashed at them with frustrated fists.
 
“For fuck’s sake,” he said breathlessly, stepping away from the silenced boiler. He waited a few seconds, hoping it needed time to reset, but the buttons still refused to respond and the display remained black.
 
“Fuck it!” he spat, wiping an exasperated blotch of sweat from his forehead. He left the room and slammed the door angrily behind him. Breathing heavily, his red face perspiring, then he noticed the lines of previously unseen woods engraved onto the walls of the freezer room: It only gets worse.
 
He was sure they hadn’t been there before, he was adamant of the fact, but no one else had been in the cabin. In his erratic state, rushing in the dark, he had missed them.
 
It’s bullshit. He thought. I’m losing it.
 
He ignored the words and retired to the bedroom, averting his eyes from all walls in the living room in fear of seeing more of the infectious engravings.
 
On the edge of the bed, with trembling hands, he tapped the bottle of valium onto his palm. Immediately the entire contents spilled out onto the sweating, outstretched hand. “Fuck,” he rasped, frustrated. He snapped on the cap and threw it angrily across the room. It hit the wall with a dull thud.
 
He tossed the pills into his mouth, closed his eyes and chewed. The bitter taste -- the acrid lining of powder that covered his tongue -- helped him concentrate on something else, something other than what had happened outside or in the freezer room. His saliva soon ran thick with the powder as he swallowed, taking in gulps that grazed his dry throat and spread its bitter coating all the way down to his stomach. He urged his mouth to create as much saliva as possible before swilling it around like a fine wine and swallowing, his face a picture of twisted horror.
 
He allowed himself to fall onto the bouncy mattress, sinking his face into the pillows. Seconds later he heard the vents cough their final gasp of breath before they faded; their power supply cut. Free smiled -- it was a small victory on a strange night -- and minutes later his mind finally succumbed to the lure of sleep.
 
***
 
Oliver Free was back in his house, back in his office, and he was writing again. He feverishly crunched the keys as he worked, head down, on his laptop. A cup of tea sat steaming by the side of the computer, burning a brown ring into the cluttered, dirty and dusty desk.
 
The sound of the Return key cracked louder than the others as he tapped the big button with something resembling glee and delight at finishing another paragraph.
 
Oliver watched his own back as his doppelgänger typed. “Again,” he said softly, staring at the hunched mirror-image. “What is this?”
 
The mirrored man refused to answer, he continued typing. Oliver stepped forward, relieved he could move. He leaned over his own shoulder, catching a glimpse of the screen. He watched as a line was highlighted and then deleted, he quickly read it before it vanished from the page.
 
I wasn’t sure what was real, I wasn’t sure if I was real anymore.
 
“I know that,” Oliver told himself. “I’ve seen that. What’s going on?” he tried to reach out and touch the typing manifestation but his hands stopped short, as if pushed away by an invisible force field.
 
The Return key thudded again and Oliver watched his mirror-image move onto a new page. He tried to read what was written but a cutting voice stopped him in his tracks, forcing him to divert his attention. There was someone else in the room.
 
“You shouldn’t be here,” it said.
 
Oliver turned to face the mass of blackness, a shadow with no form, a man with no face. “What are you?” he asked. “What’s going on?”
 
The black figure paused to ponder. “A dream?” it suggested, its voice thick with a bile and a sharpness that could cut through steel.
 
“But I saw those words. I know--” Free paused and looked at the figure of himself again. “What do I know?” he wondered silently. If this is a dream then my mind is simply taking a snapshot of my reality, my daily activities, and pushing it into my dream; the figure, the words, but-- he looked sternly at the black figure. “What about the carvings?” he asked, continuing his train of thought aloud.
 
The swaying mass didn’t say anything. The sound of typing stopped and Free turned just as his mirror-image closed the laptop, sighed satisfyingly and then spun around on the chair. For a fleeting moment he was face to face with himself -- staring at a face that he had seen in so many mirrors -- and then he woke up. He snapped back to reality with a gasp, a sharp intake of breath which drafted freshness into his mouth and awoke crushed and bitter tastes that still remained on his tongue and gums.
 
He swung his legs off the side of the bed, put his elbows on them and then sunk his head into his hands, slowly massaging his temple where a stinging pain was developing.
 
I’m losing my mind, I can’t do this, he thought. He raised his head and sighed. I have no other choice.
 
He exited the bedroom and headed straight for the bathroom. He gulped down cold water from the tap until the bitter taste in his mouth had faded to a mere metallic twinge. He splashed his face with several handfuls of water and stared at his wet reflection in the mirror above the sink.
 
That wasn’t me, he realised as he looked at himself. That wasn’t my face in sobriety and it certainly wasn’t my face in withdrawal. He gazed at his sunken red eyes, his gaunt expression. “That was me at peace,” he said softly, his words barely audible. “That was me happy. That was me with drugs.” He splashed his face again before sinking his head into a dry towel.
 
That’s what I want; that’s what I need to feel like me again.
 
With anger, frustration and a childish sense of being unable to grasp what he desperately wanted, Free threw the towel across the room and smashed the palm of his hand against the door to open it.
 
He stomped across the cabin, halted in the centre of the room to shoot a disrespectful glance at the lifeless computer, and then he sat, struggling with his own thoughts.
 
He rocked back and forward on the edge of the couch, hoping to expel a creeping pain which ran through his thighs and back. He wished he could take his mind away from the drug, but there was nothing to help him. Alone and isolated he only had his thoughts to keep himself company and to help pass the time, and his thoughts were only concerned with one thing.
 
He turned to the collection of games and books that had been left for him. With little enthusiasm he pored through mystery and crime paperbacks. The titles all rang with ominous tones and the covers all seemed to bear either a distorted view of urban life or a silhouetted figure.
 
The games they had left for him seemed to come from the same bargain bucket as the books. Cheap and tattered puzzles, memory games, word games, a deck of cards and an accompanied book on single player games, and, placed there as a cruel joke: Pictionary and Monopoly.
 
“Great,” he said, holding up the Monopoly box. “Just fucking great. Anyone fancy a game?” he looked around the cabin, silence greeted him. “Thought not.” He dropped the box, watched its contents spill on the floor before he retired to the couch again, teetering on the edge with his legs twitching irritably; demanding some activity.
 
There was nothing he could do but wait, despite his cravings and his instincts to hunt for the drug that would ease his pain. He sank into the couch when he remembered the computer, the world outside was waiting for him, expecting him. He wanted nothing more than to hide -- shrink into a corner of some non-existent world -- but even out here, in the middle of nowhere, the world still expected something from him.
 
 
Day 6
 
This is the sixth day, although it feels like weeks have gone by since my last entry. The days are crawling and the withdrawal hasn’t subsided much. Cold flashes turned to hot and then dissipated all together before feeling their way back in and intermittently striking when my mood is low.
 
My mind has regained some of its original vigour, but there is still something false there, something blocking me from real thought, something that creates a sense of boredom but refuses any activity that could help me relieve it. My emotions and thoughts are churned up and spat out in dribs and drabs, sometimes I am close to crying, to breaking down, other times I feel so angry, irritable and dismissive. I feel like a hormonal teenager.
 
I thought by now that things would be easier, that the withdrawals would slow down, that my anguish would diminish and life would become more liveable; but that hasn’t been the case. I do feel better but I hardly feel right. The previous days struck my body in such violent and repulsive ways. I’ve been sicker than I’ve ever felt and wanted nothing more than to crawl up and die. Even though those pains and that sickness have been vanquished; I still loath my life and the act of living. The sickness of my body has been passed onto my soul. A hapless, hopeless sense of despair and an endless stream of dead emotions.
 
If I was home now I know I would quit. I would give in and reach for the drug that is causing me so much pain. It has me and it isn’t willing to let me go easily, it feels like I am escaping the hooked clutches of an evil spirit, it has its toxic fingers on every inch of my flesh and my nerves and I feel that if I break free I will only sever those nerves.
 
Last night I did sleep but my dreams were troubled. Hallucinations and delusions are combining to create a world which is unfamiliar and scary. I’m not sure when I’m awake or dreaming anymore, in my dreams I feel as real as I do outside of them, I can’t decipher the world around me. Is this crushing sleep depravity causing micro-sleeps which are pulling my mind into flashes of strange things, or am I really seeing what isn’t there?
 
I really don’t know anymore but I don’t like this. Every part of me had agreed that sobriety was the way to go, I couldn’t stay locked in addiction forever and I needed to get my career back on track, I knew that then and I know that now, but then I was content -- held in its comforting embrace -- now it has pushed me away and I am cold, alone and scared. I would happily sacrifice everything for another dose. I don’t care what it does to me, I don’t care about my career; I just don’t want to be here. I’m sure I could live side by side with the drug, it could be a happy companion, something to turn to in a time of distress.
 
I don’t even know if I am talking or if the addiction is doing the talking for me, but if you can hear me, if anyone who knows where I am is reading this; come and help me. Give me something, just a dose or two, enough to guide me through. I promise I will not abuse them or misuse them again, just give me one last try.
 
 
 
Lost
 
The days are fusing together at such a slow pace that I can no longer recall if a memory came from the morning or the night before.
 
There is nothing for me to do here but wait for the withdrawals to leave. The cold and hot flashes have either disappeared or have become so much a part of me that I no longer feel them -- a sickness instilled in me like cancer.
 
My body, like my mind, is a wreck. The aches and pains in my muscles are not as strong as they were a few days ago and they are getting better as each day passes, but I still lack energy and stamina.  Food doesn’t help and the act of making it seems to expel more energy than it can bring. My guts are rejecting the meagre diet of tea and toast and stomach cramps pain me throughout the day.
 
Nothing prepared me for this. I expected a few days of serious suffering and although the first few days were the worst and -- technically -- it has improved, the pains and sickness experienced over those two days at least acted as a distraction against a depressed and emotional mind -- a mind which craves activity yet finds no solace in any; a mind which regrets everything and appreciates nothing; a mind which finds all the bad memories and recollects none of the good ones. In all honesty, I preferred the uncontrollable sickness to this, at least then I had a cause and a plan, my day went quicker as my mind was concentrated, now I have nothing but a creeping sense of dread that everything is not as it seems and nothing will ever be the same again.
 
 
Why Bother
 
Is there even anyone reading this? I feel so alone here, so isolated. I’m lost. How do I know there are people out there? I can’t see beyond the forest, I can’t hear anything but the chirping of the birds and the rustling of the trees. I type for hours on end, pushing through fatigue and a deep mental block; but am I really getting through to anyone? Does it matter anymore?
 
I need to be saved but I no longer want the drugs, or at least not right now. My opinion on the matter changes a hundred times a day as my mind whirls around a million scenarios, excuses and options. Give me sobriety, give me drugs, I can’t decide, but save me, somehow, that’s all I require.
 
 
Desire
 
If anyone is reading this and can provide me with what I need then please do. I want to get away from this place, I want to return to my house and to my supply. I want my lifestyle back, so what if it was killing me? That was my choice.
 
At least give me a short supply to kill the agony. It’s getting harder for me to type, my muscles are plagued with a dull pain and they have no endurance. Walking around the cabin tires my legs, typing on the keyboard tires my arms. And, as this is the only real activity I have done, my arms are now in agony for most of the day, my wrists ache as if I have been lifting weights and my hands throb with a pain akin to carpal tunnel. Even my shoulders are stiffening and this only seems to be getting worse.
 
Give me some, just a few, and we would all benefit. My pain and suffering would be eased and you would have more entries. A few doses couldn’t effect my withdrawals that much, surely.
 
Day 9
 
I found a clock on this computer, hidden away in the documents folder -- away from the stripped toolbar -- it shows the date, which normally would be useless to me, but as I know when I arrived I now have a means of calculating how long I have been in the cabin. It’s only been 9 days, but after so many entries and so much pain, it feels like a lot longer.
 
Today has been easier but far from comfortable.
 
At times I feel like my mind and my body are becoming two. A self defence mechanism to help me avoid this hellish anguish. On the plus side: I can hide away from the bodily functions that serve me ill. On the negative side: whenever I awake and snap back into reality, the pain and the emotional blackness grips me harder.
 
The cloud that hangs in my mind is only comparably to severe writers’ block, concussion or heavy intoxication. It is a numbness that blocks all thought processes and impacts my emotions. Anhedonia they call it, a Greek word which translates to ‘without pleasure’. I knew of a sufferer many years ago who I viewed with distaste, he had been an addict back when I considered drugs to be the route of all evil -- despite enjoying the odd hypocritical toke. I saw him as an apathetic, miserable man and nothing more.
 
It is not apathy or indifference; it’s suffering. It is the inability to smile or to laugh, the desire to want to ease the burden of boredom but the impotence to enjoy anything that would alleviate it. The depression is going, as are the uncontrollable mood swings, but I would rather feel those than nothing at all.
 
I haven’t left the cabin in a few days and have remained in a ritualistic cycle of watching the sun rise and fall over the horizon, dipping over the back of the cabin to bring a calm night before popping up around the front to the sound of singing birds. I change my scenery every now and then to enjoy this, moving from the bedroom to the sofa, but little else changes.
 
Food is also hard to enjoy and my body reacts poorly to it. I ate last night and have also eaten this morning. I found some tinned beans and took the time to cook them. The act helped to take my mind off things, it helped to pass the time as I edge closer to the date when the withdrawals cease and sobriety settles in. The food didn’t settle too well on my unaccustomed stomach and it took some time to digest, but it seemed to lift me; giving me a mild boost.
 
I want to believe I am getting better, I really do, but whenever I glimpse a moment of meagre happiness or contentment, it quickly fades and I turn back into an unmoving, unthinking robot. Even these entries are written without emotion, without feeling, typed on autopilot; I’m not even sure how I am bringing myself to write them.
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Free finished his entry, leaned back and looked at the screen. Yesterday he had been in an awkward state of paranoia and anxiety, a strange feeling that had asked a lot of questions of himself and of the people that had put him here.  At the time he wanted to open up, to get some of those feelings out, but now he regretted them. He knew he was supposed to be in a poor mental and physical state, but he didn’t want people to think he was losing his mind.
 
A scratching sound at the door alerted him and he spun in his chair. The afternoon sun was shining through the slice under the door but a shadow had engulfed it and was waving around in front of the orange glow.
 
Free remained seated, he didn’t possess the motivation to move. He watched the shadow dance underneath the door, a block of grey stayed whilst a more flexible shape hovered momentarily and then departed.
 
“Valium!” Free snapped, shooting a spittle cloud towards the door. He rose to his feet with a groan, quickened his steps and made it to the door. He paused, gaining some composure, before yanking open the door and staring straight ahead.
 
At the end of the long and twisting gravel path he could make out the broad back of Barney, the stocky, friendly local who had shown him to the cabin. His heavy leather boots crunched the small stones as he strode with his hands in the pockets of his tattered jeans and a whistle on the lips of his hardened face.
 
“Hey!” Free heard himself shout, his voice almost squeaked out of his mouth. He frowned at his own attempt to call to the man, cleared his throat and tried again. “Barney!” he waved his arms despite only being able to see the big man’s back.
 
Barney continued to whistle. He either hadn’t heard him or wasn’t acknowledging him. His heavy boots were almost at the end of the gravel track, two hundred yards ahead of Free, soon he would dip around the bend -- obscured by the trees -- climb into his truck and drive away.
 
Free cleared his throat, meekly stepped over the crate in front of him, cupped his hands over his mouth, and shouted as loud as he could.
 
Barney stopped and Free breathed a sigh of relief, the exertion from his tired throat had rubbed it a red and he was already feeling the beginnings of a sore throat. Barney lifted up one of his shoes, inspected it, brushed something away with a chubby finger and then continued; turning the corner and disappearing out of view.
 
“Shit,” Free whispered. Moments later he heard the engine of the big American’s truck stutter into life and listened as it pulled away from the cabin.
 
He stood and stared for a moment, unsure if his attempts at shouting were loud enough to be heard. His voice had certainly felt strange, unpractised, almost alien. He shrugged it off, turned, pressed his foot against the box and pushed it inside the cabin. Inside he nonchalantly tipped the contents onto the floor and stacked the empty box on top of the one which waited by the side of the door.
 
The foodstuff plonked out in their colourful packages but it was the small cardboard box marked ‘Meds’ that Free went for, leaving everything else on the floor as he carried the box to the couch and greedily ripped it open. The yellow tablets, free from their blister packet, spilled out from the box and bounced on his lap; he picked up ones that had escaped to the floor and stacked them on his thigh.
 
“One day.” He moved the chosen tablets to his other leg and continued counting until he had counted out four days, then he stopped -- as did his heart. He counted the tablets again, quicker this time, but he still came up with the same number.
 
He counted just enough for three and a bit days. He looked at the pile in disbelief. There were supposed to be seven, that’s what they agreed upon. He moved the tablets to the couch, flopped to the floor and scavenged around for any loose pills that may have bounced away, when he failed to find them he checked every inch of the box they’d arrived in. He didn’t find any more of the little yellow tablets.
 
He dropped back onto the couch, flustered and annoyed. “Bastards!” he spat.
 
Is this supposed to be some kind of a joke? He wondered bitterly. A game to test my will power or to provide some more entertainment for the readers?
 
He frowned. He felt annoyed, upset and betrayed.  A combination of emotions which didn’t enjoy being together.
 
Why would they do that?
 
He attempted one last look through the items in the crate. He found his milk, bread, cheese and coffee -- none of which he cared for or had even used, although the milk in his tea was beginning to smell funny -- but there were no more tablets.
 
Defeated and beaten, he draped to the floor and tried to calculate how his tapering would go. He had agreed to drop by ten milligrams a week for the first two weeks and five a week after that, but something had gone wrong. To get through the next week with this supply he would have to rely on a dose of ten milligrams a day.
 
He grasped at his hair in frustration, tempted to pull it out to force away some of the internal pain.
 
Why did they fucking do this -- was that why Barney didn’t answer me? Did he know? Is he part of this twisted fucking bullshit?
 
His heart raced as panic gripped him. His body became a wretched mess of trembling limbs and pulsating nerves. His eyes lost focus, his breathing became erratic. He tried to bury his head in his knees to avoid a vicious anxiety attack but the image of the pitiful supply of valium didn’t leave his mind and only served to quicken his heart. He wanted to avoid a quick withdrawal from the drug, everything else he had agreed to, but there were so many complications with Benzodiazepines. He knew that, his agent knew that, even the unibrowed PR man knew that. They had received advice from Doctors and the general consensus was to slowly taper the drug -- albeit quicker than usually advised for the sake of entertainment -- so why was he left with such a small supply?
 
“Fuck it,” he snapped breathlessly. He pulled himself up, ignored the hazy coating which crossed his eyes and scrambled his vision, and grabbed the pile of tablets. He tried to concentrate on them as they sat in his palm, but a strange panic had almost blinded him. He saw nothing but a fluttering of blotchy stars in front of his eyes and he felt an overwhelming dizziness take over him. He was sure he was about to pass out.
 
He tossed the tablets in his mouth, slowly chewed them. He opened the fresh carton of milk and took a long swig. The mass of tablets stuck in his throat but after a few glugs they eventually slipped down. He felt instantly better as the panic dissipated and a placebo effect kicked in. He had taken all of his supply, today he would feel fine, today he would enjoy the sedation; tomorrow onwards he would have to go cold turkey from them until the next supply came, and there was no telling if that supply would be a worthwhile amount.
 
He sat on the sofa, almost fused with the fabric. He didn’t care about tomorrow or the days following it. Today he could be happy, he could be content; he’d deal with the problems when they came.
 
 
***
 
The feelings and memories of her flooded to him in lucid dreams. He was trapped, unable to wake or escape as a multitude of images flashed into his mind. Part of him knew he was dreaming, but he wasn’t capable of stopping it.
 
He was in a cafe, sitting by the window as he watched the world go by on the busy London streets. Opposite, she watched him.
 
“Oliver,” she said, her voice as soft, sweet and clear as it had always been.
 
He turned to catch her reflection in the window, as if the full rotation of his head was too much of an effort. Her features were caught in the morning sunlight which shone through the glass and spread across her delicate, pale skin. The fringe on her long dark hair had been tinted to a light brown which reflected golden in the light; splashing a complementary shade over her face. Her striking blue eyes met with his in the reflecting glass.
 
“What’s happening to you?” she asked, averting her gaze. She twiddled with the spoon which sat in her half empty cup of coffee. “Where are you?” she asked the cup.
 
He merely shrugged. Oliver remembered the action but, reliving it, he had no choice but to replicate it.
 
“You’ve changed,” she explained softly. “You used to be so full of life, energetic, outgoing.” She reached across the table and grasped his hand in hers. “Is there something wrong?”
 
He turned away from the window and met her gaze. The sorrow in her eyes saddened him, he didn’t like to see her upset or worried. “I don’t know,” he answered plainly. “It’s just work,” he added. He forced a smile and delicately stroked her fingers, running a circle around the ring of metal on her left hand. “Things will get better, give it time.”
 
A forced smile pushed back her lips but quickly retreated. “You’ve been saying that for months.” She removed her hands and he suddenly felt cold. He yearned for the contact to resume, for her to place her hands back on his, but he had drifted away, a spectator to his own past. He watched as his former self shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t know what you want from me.”
 
Oliver Free awoke with a start and a broken heart. The depression from the dream remained with him as he grasped at reality. He had fallen asleep on the couch. He vaguely remembered the valium kicking in, scorching through his tired body and spreading a relieving sobriety around. Now he was covered in a glaze of sweat, he felt cold.
 
He tried to push the memories of the dream to the back of his mind. He climbed to his feet and staggered to the kitchen. As he waited for the kettle to boil he planted his hands on the counter and leaned across it lazily.
 
The valium had not suited him for a long time. In the early days it had been a wonderful drug. It had helped him with a lot of personal issues and brought out the old side of him -- the friendly and sociable side. But then its effects diminished and no matter how much he increased the dose, the way he had felt during those initial weeks of use never returned.
 
After that it became something he took to boost the effect of other drugs; to prolong the opiate high, double the alcohol buzz or to sedate a dreamy cannabis stone. He had been using the tablets for many years and had only experienced a couple of months enjoyment from them. Opiates can go on forever if tailored right, valium draws you in, gets you hooked, refuses to work and threatens you with critical withdrawals should you ever try to break free.
 
He suddenly regretted the high dose as he felt it rush through him. It made his head heavy and it slowed his body down. He              decided against making a cup of tea and skulked back across the cabin, barely able to keep his eyes open. He took a heavy coat from a hook next to the door, zipped it up all the way and stepped out onto the porch as night set in. The coat came with a hood which he flipped over his head, for comfort as much as protection from the mild night. He took a seat under the porch lamp; his hands dug into his pockets as his body sat rigid, waiting for the cold to leave him.
 
The heavy cloud that had dominated his mind with a pleasant weight throughout his drug use and had split between violent headaches and a clouded Anhedonia through the withdrawal, had now faded to fatigue and Free found himself struggling to stay awake. He wanted to pass the time as quickly as possible and sleep was the easy solution, but every time he closed his eyes and prepared for its welcoming embrace he thought about the dream that had troubled him and he quickly jerked out of it.
 
He tried tapping his feet on the floor, beating out a monotonous tune on the wood whilst trying to focus on the repetitive action, but his legs grew tired. He tried pacing up and down but his lungs grew ill with the exercise and his muscles quickly fatigued.
 
There was little he could do to avoid sleep and eventually, under a porch light that glittered with an effervescent parade of flies and moths, he closed his eyes and fell asleep with his head lolled onto his shoulder.
 
***
 
He was back at his house. The place that had become a hovel of drugs and despair over the last couple of years but had begun life as a vibrant, modern and well maintained house. That was how he saw it now as he sat in the living room staring at a packed, oak bookcase in silence.
 
The books of his favourite writers adorned the top shelf. First editions of classics from the modern era and bound works from the forgotten ones: Science Fiction classics penned by Pohl and Asimov. Poetry from the minds of Elliot and Auden, fantastical worlds created by the geniuses of Pratchett and Tolkien and dark suspense and horror -- his own genre -- which spanned from Poe and Lovecraft to King and Herbert.
 
Free admired them all. He had spent his life trying to reach their level, hoping that one day his work would be placed alongside theirs. For now his books couldn’t even make it to the top shelf of his own bookcase, they were scattered in a jagged line across the bottom, below textbooks on history and his wife’s cookery books.
 
He had been a published writer for five years and had written just six books, none of which had made it to the bestseller list. He had also contributed to numerous anthologies which merely served to pay the bills.
 
He scanned the small collection of books with distaste. They had been enough for him to make a living, they had been enough for him, and his wife, to live in this house, and he was happy. He had been content that one day things would pick up, that he would breach the bestseller list and make something of himself, but that day was approaching with too much haste.
 
His next book was already receiving massive amounts of praise and was tipped to be one of the bestselling books of the year before it had even been released. He had also written two film scripts, both of which had been gladly accepted with one of them set to be turned into a big budget blockbuster. His life was changing, he was on the cusp of everything he had ever wanted, he should have been happy, ecstatic, but he couldn’t feel anything.
 
His wife walked into the room and sat down next to him, breaking his train of thought.
 
“Three weeks until the release,” she said, acknowledging the books and reaching out to hold his hand. “Could be your first bestseller, right? Even make it to the top of the list.”
 
Free merely nodded.
 
“And the film,” she pushed, “the cheque paid off the mortgage and there will be more to come, not to mention the opportunities.”
 
Again Free’s reply was passive.
 
His wife released her grip on his hand. “Why won’t you talk to me?”
 
“What do you want me to say?” Free wondered without even looking at his partner.
 
“I want to know what’s wrong, why are you acting like this? This is your big break, this is what you’ve been waiting for. You could be a star, so what the fuck is wrong with you?” she spat, frustration edging out of her voice.
 
“It could all go so wrong,” he replied softly. “I was happy before--” he paused and corrected himself, pre-empting an emotional strike, “--now I mean, I still am. I just think things are changing too fast.”
 
“But you haven’t shut up about this for years. Ever since I met you, this has always been your dream.”
 
“And it still is.”
 
“So what’s wrong?” she was angry. “You won’t talk to me, you’ve practically discarded all your friends, you barely leave the house anymore and you spend all of your time sitting in silence. What’s wrong? Talk to me Oliver!” she begged.
 
“I don’t know what to say,” he said, shrugging.
 
With a frustrated throw of her hands she sat up and departed. He heard her angrily mumbling to herself as she left the house, slamming the door behind her. Moments later she had started her car and pulled away from the house. She was going on another drive to cool off.
 
He watched her car flash past the window as she drove out of the street. He saw her briefly behind the wheel, barely enough to make out a figure but his mind planted an image of an angry woman driving away from a man she despised.
 
He didn’t know why he was treating her the way he was. She was right, he had wanted this and he had been acting strange lately. He wasn’t insane; he could judge his own mood. He had never intended to push that onto her, he didn’t want to lose her and wanted to reassure her, to tell her everything would be fine, yet every time the conversation came up he couldn’t bring himself to speak. It was something he regretted as soon as she left and something he planned to do as soon as she got back, but in practice it never worked. It was almost as if he couldn’t communicate with the world anymore.
 
He dug into his pocket and produced a small bottle of pills. A flow of white tablets bobbled about in the plastic container. They’d been given to him by a friend after he’d been released from hospital following an operation a few weeks ago. Free remembered his friend’s words: “these will cheer you up,” he had promised, “they made my agony almost worthwhile.” He slowly turned the bottle around, playing with it until his palms became sweaty. Besides a few joints in his teenage years he had never taken drugs in his life and had never felt inclined to do so.
 
He unscrewed the cap, glanced at the label which bore the unfamiliar words of Codeine Phosphate. He popped two of the small tablets into his mouth.
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He sobered up as the night grew cooler. His own temperature increased as the darkness around him dipped to a cold chill. He had been sitting still for a couple of hours. He hadn’t checked the time but he could gauge it by his own sense, his own feelings. The valium had depressed and sedated him initially, sending him into slips of sleep as he unconsciously nodded into dreams he didn’t want to be in. But now he was beginning to awaken, he felt more alert and the effects of the valium had subsided to a relaxed contentment, not as strong as the feelings that the opiates provided, but certainly better than withdrawal.
 
A niggling thought attacked the back of his mind as he watched the forest -- his eyes adjusting to the grey shadows of the ominous trees. He regretted taking the valium and knew the days ahead would be more troublesome for it, but he kept those thoughts at bay with a forced apathy and mental block which the drug helped create. In the brief moments he had let himself think about it he had reasoned that he was going through hell anyway, losing the valium would just be another prong on the devil’s pitchfork.
 
He retreated, heading back to the warmth of the cabin and hiding underneath the sheet which waited for him on the bed. He stayed there for some time, enjoying the emptiness that his mind provided; an empty canvas which he was content to avoid filling. After a while he poured himself a glass of water and sat on the edge of the couch.
 
He stared into the glass, coolly running his fingers along the perspired edges. A flicker of light glimmered on the top of the still water before it merged into a form, a face. Rippling across the top of the water -- in its circular cell -- the face of Andrew Shepard glared back at him with an accusing stare.
 
He tipped the glass, as the face rippled so did the mouth, forming words which seemed to come from all around him. “So. You’re already onto the regrets I see,” Andrew said in his typical jovial manner, a bile of twisted accusation hiding behind his light tone.
Free merely raised his eyebrows.
 
“I had a feeling this would happen,” the watery reflection remarked cockily. “In fact, I kinda hoped it would. You’ve spent a long time avoiding it, blocking it out; it’s about time you faced up to--” Free drank the liquid and the face, along with the voice, disappeared.
 
“Screw you,” he said as the last of the liquid trickled down to his stomach. He put the glass down on the floor, lifted his body onto the couch and closed his eyes. Within minutes the voice had returned.
 
“Not talking to me?” Andrew Shepard asked, his voice bubbling out of a few droplets that remained.
 
Free turned over to face a wall of upholstery.
 
***
 
“I can’t live like this Oliver!” the memory was torture to endure again but Oliver returned to each screamed syllable.
 
His wife, once a picture of tranquil beauty and calm, was storming around the house like an angry animal. She drove and stomped her slender legs from room to room, shouting obscenities as she went.
 
Oliver was sitting in the living room, catching sight of her as she passed through to throw a few insults his way. Her long, silky hair was bedraggled and distraught, the strands of brown had been caught in a wave and were strewn across her head, a thick lock ran down her face, matted to her cheek with tears.
 
“You’re a fucking zombie!” she screamed as she passed the open door to the living room, a collection of folded clothes in her arms. “You just sit there, day after day,” she continued, her voice distant as it roared from the kitchen. “The only thing you fucking care about is your work, and that’s the reason you’re in this mess.” She stormed back into the living room, her hands on her hips as she glared at him from the doorway. “I’ve had enough.”
 
She had cried herself into dehydration. Make-up ran down her face which was damp with shod tears. Her eyes were still alive, heightened by the glistening tears. He saw a begging sorrow in the green orbs, she was pleading with him.
 
He turned away from her, unable to talk and unsure what to say.
 
“That’s it, is it?” she said to his back. “You have nothing to say to me?”
 
He didn’t reply.
 
“We’ve been together seven years and you’re willing to let me walk out of that door, out of your life, without saying a word to me?” Her voice broke, she began to sob again.
 
Oliver turned to face her. He looked for a reply but he couldn’t dig one out. He was sure he still loved her, he always had, but he didn’t feel any sorrow or regret. He imagined her leaving him, walking out of his life this second and never coming back, and instead of despair he felt nothing. He didn’t want her to leave, whatever was blocking his emotions hadn’t entirely taken that desire away from him, he still wanted her, but for some reason he couldn’t bring himself to say anything.
 
“Fine!” Julie spat, wiping a fresh tear from her eye. “I’ve packed most of my things, I’ll get the rest later.” She waited for a reply but none came. “If you can’t say anything to me now then don’t bother trying to call me later, this is it; we’re finished.” She waited, Oliver waited, but the reply they both wanted wasn’t uttered.
 
Julie stormed out of the room and when she came back she was cradling a heavy suitcase. She paused in the doorway, they swapped stares. The love and the happiness, all the years they had spent together, was exchanged in one long stare.
 
“Nothing to say?” Julie asked him sombrely, hoping that the relationship could be salvaged.
 
Oliver hung his head. He listened to her as she walked out of the house, slamming the door behind her. When she had gone, her car loaded and pulled away from the house, Oliver finally spoke, uttering the words softly into his own lap, “Please don’t leave me.”
 
In the reaches of depression he found a cure in a blister pack of tablets, popping out six tablets before he swallowed them dry. He had been taking them on a daily basis for over six weeks. In that time his book had been released and was selling even better than expected, his agent was lining up interviews with some of the biggest periodicals and there were even a few television interviews in the pipeline. He struggled to deal with all of them, each request sent him further into his own little world where the only thing that mattered was his supply of codeine -- now procured in mass doses through a dealer -- and his writing.
 
He hadn’t told anyone about the tablets and, for the most part, knowledge of his current state of mind had been limited to his wife, but recently his agent had grown concerned at a few cancelled book signings. Soon he would have to attend a photo-shoot, an interview and a few book signings, none of which he wanted to do. He needed a way out and he was confident he could find one.
 
It all weighed down on him heavily as he contemplated his own misery. He should be on the top of the world, yet he had just watched his wife leave him and he was refusing to be a part of his own career.
 
He spent the next half hour staring at the phone, contemplating calling Julie in a last ditch attempt at trying to lure her back, but he still couldn’t bring himself to do it. When the codeine kicked in, he no longer cared.
 
***
 
He’d dreamt about her again. A timeline of a miserable past. Andrew had been right, he had spent the last few years trying to avoid any thought of her, hoping to erase her from his memory. Now sobriety was kicking in and she was coming back with a vengeance.
 
He dropped his head in his hands. The valium was wearing off, the skies prepared for daybreak as the moon and the sun were ready to swap shifts on the horizon. The drug had given him the sedation he had wanted for the past ten days. It had been enough to knock him out, a great way to pass the time in such a dire state. But, with the encroaching sobriety and the increased sleep, he had received so many unwanted feelings, regrets and desires.
 
He managed to push the memories of his wife to the back of his head where they belonged, but the one thought that remained refused to dwell in the back of his mind. It had been the last thing he had dreamt, the thing that had woken him and the first thing that had preyed on his mind when he woke; the buzz from the codeine.
 
He felt it in his dream, as real as if he had taken the drug. He had felt it warm and soothe his body, for the split second before waking he had revelled in its sedation and euphoria and now he craved it. He enjoyed it so much, it enjoyed him so much, how was he ever supposed to stop, to give in, to deny himself the use of the drug for the rest of his life?
 
He shook his head violently, an angry gesture to himself. He had to stop. There was no moderation with something so beautiful. Human instinct was to fulfil desire, to gouge on the good and to indulge in every sensory pleasure available; opiates were the height of hedonism, they were heaven for the body and soul. He had tasted a ripe fruit from the tree of life, and now he had to deny himself another bite.
 
It sounded wrong, but the alternative was a life of destruction, waste and premature death. Although, he stopped to ponder, people do manage moderation with alcohol and other drugs--
 
He dug his fingernails into his forehead, enjoying the sensation as the sharp points cut into the perspired flesh. The pain helped him stop his thoughts and ignore the pleas and desperation as his mind tried to negotiate with itself.
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As the day dawned he changed out of clothes that were beginning to smell rancid and showered for the first time. As he waited for the electronic shower to heat up, he tossed the sweat-soaked rags away and plucked out some soft and loose clothing.
 
He stepped onto the cold, laminated bathroom floor, waited for the water to run hot and then stepped under its steaming jets. Instantly the hot water flushed away the sickly feeling that covered his skin, spreading a soothing massage around his body. He had avoided the shower in favour of sitting or lying down, but, as he tilted his face towards the jet and allowed the steaming heat to flush across his face, he revelled in the experience.
 
He pressed up against the shower door, taking the weight from tired legs. He let the water rush onto his head and down his face as he thought about the valium. It would have to be the end of his journey, as with the opiates he had little choice other than to quit, to stop the drug and to ride out whatever withdrawals came his way. Barney was due to bring him some more in a week’s time but by then he would have already forced himself through six days of withdrawal. It didn’t seem worthwhile taking them and starting the cycle again.
 
He didn’t desire the drug as much as the opiates. It didn’t have a comforting embrace, didn’t possess a euphoric lift. When he’d started on it things were different. Everything in his life had a pink glow, as if he was viewing it through tinted glasses. Everything was sweet.
 
He had been due to attend a book signing at the time. “No more sickies, no more bullshit,” Shepard had warned him over the phone after so many missed signings. “People are starting to ask questions and the publishers are getting pissed off. You need to do this one.”
 
“I will,” he’d promised insincerely.
 
“Good. I’ll hold you to that Olly. I have gone to a lot of trouble to arrange this so I need you on my side. Do this and all the others will be forgotten, this is the big one. Five hours, a talk or two to some fans and a few hundred books. This is the big time, you sure you’re with me?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Oliver wasn’t sure and had hung up the phone in disarray. Andrew had a way of persuading him to do things he didn’t want to do. It involved a mixture of charm, guilt and sympathy. Usually he didn’t mind, but now things were different, the thought of standing in front of a room of fans and giving a speech, or signing books for hours on end, didn’t just bore him, it frightened him.
 
At that point he phoned his supplier.
 
“Mr Free, back so soon,” the sly little man on the phone said. “Used ‘em up already?”
 
Free frowned. He only knew the man as Billy and had met him through an old friend who had turned to a life of drugs. “I need something else,” he said simply.
 
“More green?” Billy wondered.
 
“No.”
 
“You wanna get fucked up?”
 
“No,” Free quickly spat, becoming frustrated. “Look, can we just meet please? I’d rather not do this on the phone.”
 
“Fair enough my lit’ry friend,” Billy said. “Ya know the place. Five minutes.”
 
The decrepit being formerly known as Billy was always found around a small block of flats just outside the city, he dressed and smelled like he lived there -- on the concrete by the dumpsters and the decayed climbing frame -- but Oliver had been assured that he lived in one of the flats.
 
“Morning,” Billy said.
 
Free was waiting outside his car, watching the degenerate approach.
 
“We’ll do this in the car eh?” Billy said, nodding towards the five year old Mercedes which looked out of place next to the dilapidated building.
 
Free contemplated letting the gaunt, thirty-something man inside his car. He cringed as he imagined his dirty jeans, unkempt hair and dirt infused windbreaker climb all over his leather seats. He looked like he didn’t unbutton his jeans to take a piss and he had a disturbing brown stain on the back of his legs, Free was sure it was mud but his imagination and £3000 interior wondered otherwise.
 
“Do we have to?” Oliver wondered.
 
“Ya know the score Olly,” Billy said. “The pigs got eyes all over this place.”
 
Free looked around the block. A large woman glared at him from the second floor balcony, she wore a tight miniskirt and tank-top but the material didn’t have the strength or spread to cover her rolls of fat which oozed out from every space, straining to escape the outfit like batter in a broken cake tin.
 
“I see what you mean,” he said with a nod. “Get in,” he gestured towards the car and cringed as Billy excitedly jumped inside and began to wriggle around on the seat.
 
“This is some plush fucking shit!” the skinny man shouted from inside the car.
 
Free sighed, gave the obese woman one last look and then slid into the driver’s seat; slamming the door shut behind him.
 
“Nice ride,” Billy said, his wandering hands searching the dashboard. “How much did this set you back?”
 
“I forget,” Free said, trying to keep his eyes away from the unkempt man, who was now leaning over to feel the lining on the backseat and floor.
 
“Guess you lit’ry types have a lot of money to throw around, eh?”
 
“No, not really.”
 
“I heard that film of yours broke the fucking bank, in for a few awards. You due to collect on any of that shit?”
 
“Not rea--” Free began but was quickly cut short by the excited addict.
 
“This got vibrating seats?” he asked as he lifted his bottom to inspect the seat beneath.
 
Free merely shook his head. He knew he didn’t need to answer, Billy’s attention span would soon shift again.
 
“So. You looking for coke, speed?” Billy asked, bringing a smile to Free’s face. “I got some fucking top notch ice that’ll blow ya fucking brains out yer ears,” he said, almost spitting the words.
 
Free looked at the excited man and frowned. “Ice?”
 
“Methamphetamine,” Billy said joyfully. “Fucking blow yer mind mate.”
 
“Is that what you’re on?”
 
“Hell yeah,” Billy said grinning, his eyes seemed to throb as they dilated and spun, unable to concentrate on any single thing.
 
“Then no.”
 
“Fair enough, fair enough,” Billy said, suddenly dipping his head to look out of the top of the windscreen before glancing out of the back and side windows. “So what’ll it be, Shakespeare?”
 
“I just need something to calm me down,” Free replied with a vague hope that this conversation would go anywhere. Billy wasn’t exactly a neuroscientist, nor was he tuned into the world of psychiatric drugs, to him a drug was something to mix with booze or sex, to liven up a rave or even just an episode of Eastenders. But he was a man who had access to a whole host of chemicals and had taken most of them, he was also Free’s best bet to cure his anxiety and depression. A notion which had further depressed him on his short journey to the estate.
 
“Calm eh?” Billy pondered, nodding his head slowly as he studied his own feet. “And no green right?”
 
Free shook his head. “I need a clear head.”
 
“The opiates not working for you? They calm me down a treat, ideal for a comedown.”
 
“They’re working fine. I just need something a little--” Free paused, his fingers tapping the wheel as he tried to explain his dilemma to the last person on earth he would want to know about it. “I have a few interviews and book signings to do and I have a little stage-fright.”
 
“Anxious?”
 
Free’s eyebrows raised, a shocked reaction, he didn’t expect the vocabulary of the uneducated man to expand beyond curse words and slang. “Yes.”
 
“You taken valium before?”
 
Free shook his head. He knew the history. The housewives’ favourites, a drug prominent in the sixties, it had been dished out almost as a cure for boredom, only for the unsuspecting users to find themselves with severe addictions years later.
 
“My mate gets a ton of the stuff,” he explained. “I use it every now and then. Good to have at hand in case you get a bad trip, that shit can put you right back on track. It settles the mind, slows shit down a bit, ya know?”
 
“Sure.”
 
Billy dug into his pocket and produced a Ziploc bag which contained a number of pills. He picked out two blue ones and handed them to Oliver who took them from the sweaty fingers of the addict. “They’ll sort you out mate, no worries.”
 
“How much?”
 
“Free,” Billy laughed softly, thought about explaining the weak pun and then coughed it away. “Think of them as a gift,” he said, still grinning. “You get plenty of dope and pills from me, it’s the least I can do. If they work, give me a shout, I can get them in bulk like I do with the others. I would need to take a cut so they wouldn’t come cheap, but...well, whatever works for you.”
 
“Thanks,” Oliver said, feeling oddly humbled.
 
The tablets came gift-wrapped in a film of sweat. The powdery coating had been smudged, the colour tinged light purple in places, and the insignia was all but invisible. After watching Billy leave, Free drove back home and watched the clock for the next half hour, holding the tablets in his hand and letting them absorb more sweat as his interviews loomed.
 
When the clock struck twelve he took one of the tablets with a shot of whiskey. The alcohol instantly calmed his nerves; the tablet took longer, but when it did Free was washed away to a world beyond what he had dreamt of when he sought the blue pills.
 
Andrew Shepard arrived to pick him up and was greeted by a smiling writer. The agent hadn’t seen him face to face in a while so he assumed that all was not only well, but had been well all along. Feeling a desire to talk and express himself, Oliver opened up to Andrew in the car on the journey to the bookstore where hundreds of fans and journalists gathered.
 
He couldn’t remember the conversation but to this day Free still remembered how he felt. The weight of the world had been lifted off his shoulders. He felt no pain, no anxiety and no stress. As the car slowly traversed through the dense London streets, Free smiled at every person they passed and he felt a warm sense of empathy for each one that had the patience to smile back.
 
When he stepped out of the car the world felt as different as he did. It felt lighter, brighter and so much sweeter. Each breath was savoured, each footstep was enjoyed and every ray of light which adorned his skin was sucked in and converted to a euphoric glare which radiated outwards.
 
During the next few hours he confidently conducted a friendly and open speech to a room full of fans. He happily talked about his book and his work to gathering journalists, he posed for pictures with magazine and newspaper photographers and he talked to every autograph hunter who wanted to hear his voice.
 
The buzz he felt never wavered, the anxiety had been lifted and didn’t appear to want to return, but, fearful that he would lose his sense of glee, he took the second tablet four hours later.
 
He made sure he stayed until every autograph had been signed and he even enjoyed a discussion with the owners of the bookstore, holding his patience whilst his agent wavered and began clock watching. They didn’t leave the store until the evening began to creep in and when they did things only intensified for Oliver.
 
On Andrew’s suggestion they walked to a nearby bar and enjoyed a pint. The walk through the cool streets felt fresh and invigorating and the atmosphere of the pub, combined with the gazes of adoring fans who had spilled over from the book-signing, lifted Free so high that he could bathe in the clouds.
 
He had never felt that comfortable in or around society for the past year and he didn’t want the feeling to end. After finishing their drinks, Oliver was taken home where he promptly called Billy to arrange a supply for more of the drug. He asked for a couple hundred of them, or as much as the addict could get hold of, and he had been delighted to hear that he would get what he wanted the following morning.
 
Free’s life had never been the same after that, but as the days of use went on, nothing had ever really felt like that first time. He went to his own world, a world from which he would fail to return and a world which dismissed any contact with his ex-wife. In that world he became an established, successful and productive writer, but he also became a recluse, gradually digging deeper into his own little heaven and refusing anyone entry.
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Free remained in the shower until the steam has transformed the bathroom into a sauna, the sickness eating away at his insides was soothed by the hot jets of water. He felt too tired to move. He lacked the motivation to turn off the jets and step out from the heat and into the condensed steam, but eventually he summoned the power to reach out and switch off the power.
 
He turned on an extractor fan to suck out the mass of steam, quickly dried himself and then wrapped the towel around his waist. The moist material felt awkward against his skin, the clammy, sticky fibres clung to his thighs. He dried himself, quickly dressed, cringing as his clothes braced against his skin.
 
The act of showering and dressing had flushed his body with an unnatural heat. His head flexed fresh grains of sweat and was warm to the touch. To cool off he opened the cabin door and let the air from the early morning inside.
 
He was so flushed that he couldn’t even feel the cold wind as it rushed into the cabin and swam over his body. He stood in the open doorway, breathed in deeply and felt a little better. The shower had done him good, he felt cleaner, more human.
 
Through the hazy morning glow he saw a figure approach the cabin and instinctively he retreated behind the door to hide his topless form. He wasn’t sure whether the approaching visitor had seen him or not but he hadn’t halted his stride, he was still walking straight towards the cabin, his feet crunching the gravel a hundred yards away from the entrance.
 
The man looked familiar. He was young and walked with a confident grace, his head held high, his shoulders raised; his arms hanging by his side with the thumb of his right hand casually grasping the pocket of his trousers, creating an arc in his arm which transformed into a swagger when he moved. It wasn’t an intentional movement, it was something that transcended style, something borne out of self-confidence.
 
As the man grew closer to the cabin Free -- whose heart was racing and skipping violently in his chest -- noticed his clean shaven face. His handsome features were framed with medium length, black wavy hair, spun into a flick on his temple, bordering a pair of stylish sunglasses. He stopped short of the porch, folded his arms across his chest and looked at Oliver who was still partially hidden behind the door.
 
The stranger didn’t say a word but Free found himself entranced. He stepped away from the door, moved out onto the porch. The pin prick hairs along his arms and on the back of his neck stood to attention, but not because of the cold. He walked to the edge of the porch, mesmerised. He stopped in front of the visitor. They were both the same height and Free was higher up, raised by the wooden porch, yet he felt dwarfed by the stature of the man in front of him.
 
Oliver struggled to find words as he stared, amazed to be looking at himself; at the person he had been fifteen years ago. “I’m dreaming again?” he asked, speaking slowly to avoid stuttering.
 
The younger Free didn’t speak, he merely lowered his sunglasses and looked at the half naked version of himself. A distasteful twinkle formed in his eyes and he slowly shook his head. “So this is what I become?” he asked.
 
The older Free looked down at himself, feeling self-conscious. In his younger years he spent his spare time playing sports with his friends or jogging in the park, but he had let himself go. His six-pack had been replaced by a bloated beer gut and the once toned muscles on his chest and arms were now coated with a sagging film of fat.
 
“It’s not easy--” Free began to explain but paused, he didn’t need to explain himself to himself. “You’re not me,” he said to his younger self, you’re not even real he added in his mind. You are the cruellest of hallucinations, a reminder of what I once was, a look at my peak at a time when I have never felt worse.
 
“I am,” the younger man assured. He took off his sunglasses, put them in the chest pocket of his shirt. “What about you? Are you really Oliver Free?” he asked.
 
Free raised his eyebrows. “What?” he managed to say, surprised. Of course I am, he thought to himself.
 
“A famous writer,” the younger man said, his arms still folded across his chest, his eyes still judging. “A lifelong dream.”
 
“And I achieved it,” Free spat, “you haven’t,” he declared, feeling uneasy with the judgemental stare and tone of voice. “What we, I, always wanted. And you can’t find that life on a fucking treadmill. It takes hard work.”
 
“I see,” the younger man nodded slowly.
 
“So I’ve put on a bit of weight.” Free gestured to his flabby torso. “Who cares about that? This is life as I always wanted it. Respect, money, fame--”
 
“We never wanted fame,” the younger man announced. “That wasn’t part of our plan. Sure, we dreamed about it, we had our fantasies, but celebrity status is only worthwhile after death, when we’re not around to put up with the bullshit or to screw up our own image.”
 
“Being doted on? Adored by millions? It’s not as bad as we thought.”
 
“That’s bullshit, don’t try to lie to me Oliver; I am you.”
 
“You were me. I’ve changed.”
 
The younger man smiled. “I noticed.”
 
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? Who are you to judge me?”
 
Free paused. His younger self grinned.
 
“Never mind,” Free said. “I may be going through a hard time right now, but overall, I achieved the success we always wanted.”
 
“At what price?”
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
The younger man stepped onto the porch as his older self-moved back, repelled. “What about Julie?” he asked.
 
Free was suddenly feeling the cold against his naked torso. A rush of it soared through him, cutting through his skin like a knife. He hung his head and lifted his arms, crossing them over his exposed midsection.
 
“She left you,” the other version of himself continued. “Besides the writing, she was the only thing that ever mattered to you and you let her go. You watched her walk out of your life and you didn’t utter a fucking word.”
 
“I couldn’t,” Free said, ashamed.
 
“You didn’t have the fucking balls.” The judgemental tone was increasing, the voice of the younger writer had an aggressive edge to it. “You had everything at your feet. Julie, fame, success, money. The world was bending over and waiting for you, but you couldn’t grow a pair big enough to fuck it.”
 
“That’s hardly--”
 
“You’re a disgrace,” the younger Free cut in, his voice filled with hatred as he berated his older self. “You’re a fucking mess. First you let her go, then you risk your health and now you’re throwing away your career.”
 
Free could only stand there and listen as his younger self lectured him. His back was arched, his head sunken into his chest. He had shied away from any confrontation with his tail firmly between his legs.
 
“To think that you went from this to that,” the abuse continued. “You make me fucking sick, you know that?”
 
Free heard the younger man spit, he heard him gather the fluid from the back of his throat, heard him spit it out and he felt the cool splash as it landed on top of his head.
 
“I’m sorry,” Free said as tears began to form in the corners of his eyes. “I’m so sorry.” His voice dribbled away, barely an audible mumble. “I didn’t meant to let her go, I didn’t--” he paused as another glob of liquid hit him, this time on the shoulder.
 
He looked up. The younger man had gone, vanished from the cabin, he was nowhere to seen. He watched droplets of water splash more erratically onto the floor around the cabin and on the cabin itself. It was raining.
 
He craned his eyes skyward as more droplets landed on his naked form. The rain was catching and collecting on the porch roof before sliding down the sloping, corrugated top and dripping off the edge, landing where he stood.
 
He looked out across the gravel pathway where his younger self had walked. The stones were undisturbed, the path untrod. He lowered his head, walked back into the cabin and returned to the bedroom. He flopped onto the bed, sunk his head into the pillows.
 
He had loved Julie more than anyone else, he hadn’t even thought it was possible to feel that way for another human being, she’d meant everything to him. All his life he had dreamed of something else, of a life less ordinary and of a fame and a legacy that would transcend his short years on this earth. He didn’t want a typical nine to five life, he didn’t want to have to go to work every day in a miserable office. He didn’t want to return to a wife who secretly despised him, caught up in a relationship that had grown through familiarity and continued because of children. He didn’t want to work until he was senile and decrepit and then spend the remainder of his years on earth doing crossword puzzles in a tattered chair whilst nurses spoon fed him his meals and his medications.
 
As a curious kid he had studied the way of the world and wanted no part of it. To him it was a cycle of bullshit and tedium. He looked to the rock stars and the actors for his inspiration, to the people who could live how they wanted and never have to worry about money. He looked to the history books and to the lives of the great -- and troubled -- writers and artists, the people who had left behind legacies and would never be forgotten. He had never found idealism in the life that his parents led. He had never wanted what they had. He loved every minute of his childhood, but he couldn’t imagine life on the other side of the veil.
 
At the age of sixteen he took up journalism and found a few jobs here and there, but his yearning to be a free spirit and to reject normality meant that he could never keep them. In his early twenties, whilst pulling in a meagre income from his writing, he had published his first book. It wasn’t a big seller and he wasn’t going to be a star off the back of it, but it was enough for him to leave the journalism and concentrate on his creative works. Then he met Julie.
 
When he met her his life changed. He had been at the local pub with Lawrence Wilfred, a friend from university, a mature art student who spent most of his time getting drunk and sculpting clay penises.
 
“Look at all this fresh arse.” Free remembered Lawrence's words, could picture the tall and skinny man scanning the room with his beady eyes which hid behind coke bottle spectacles and rested on his elongated nose. “I can smell the cherries,” he slapped Free merrily on the back as he spoke.
 
“You’re disturbed,” Free replied, smiling at his friend as he took a drink from a bottle of lukewarm lager.
 
“Perhaps. But I’m still going to get laid tonight, and so are you,” Lawrence assured as he leaned forward onto the bar, tilting his head to catch a peek at a short and buxom barmaid who had bent over to pick up a dropped towel.
 
“If you say so.”
 
Lawrence was intelligent and funny, a man who could light up a room with his wit, but he had fallen short in the looks department. Despite a gaunt face, an almost unnatural body shape and a beak-like nose, Lawrence had slept with more than his fair share of beautiful women. At just under thirty, the womanising, crow-faced funny man could attract an experienced older woman with his intelligence and his charm, and he could talk an eighteen year old into bed on confidence alone.
 
Free had always been amazed at his abilities, almost envious, but it was hard to be jealous of someone who was so likeable and someone who, every Friday night, made it his mission to hook up his friend with the prettiest woman in the room.
 
“I don’t think you’re her type,” Free said, nodding towards the barmaid who had retired to the other end of the bar.
 
“Been there, done that,” Lawrence said, grinning over the rim of his beer bottle. “Forgot her name though,” he said, releasing a heavy burp after a long swig. “Nice set of tits on her. If you want I could--” Lawrence finished with a wink.
 
“No thank you. No sloppy seconds.”
 
“Fair enough,” he agreed, “there’s plenty of prettier fish in the sea.”
 
They both looked around the bar which was quickly filling with students. Young girls in scantily clad clothing were pouring through the doors in groups of three or more, their giggles creating a cacophony of noises; their perfume melding a toxic wave which mingled with the smoke. Free caught the eye of a short, chubby girl who tried to wink at him but failed through sheer drunkenness; it looked like she was having a stroke.
 

“Few whales as well,” Lawrence added.
 
“Big girls need loving too,” Free noted.
 
“Not her,” Lawrence said, noting the uncouth, chubby woman. “She needs a large paper-bag and directions to the nearest buffet.”
 
Free nearly choked on his beer.
 
“What about her?” Lawrence said, nodding across the bar.
 
Free followed his friend’s eyes and saw a tall blonde standing further down from them. She was facing their way, speaking to a brunette in front of her, and she was standing like someone who was waiting to be noticed. Her toned body perfectly upright, her hair not a strand out of place. She was speaking to a friend but clearly the only thing going through her head was how she appeared to the men in the bar.
 
“No,” Free said simply, “too high maintenance.”
 
“Fair enough,” Lawrence said. After a pause he ushered Free’s attention to another girl by the entrance.
 
She was shorter, brunette and she walked between two other friends. She wore a tank-top which exposed a blue bra strap and a tight pair of hot-pants which exposed everything else. As the crowd of people moved out of her way Free could see all the men stop to take notice, he could also see the twinkle in her eye which suggested that she knew they were watching. She expected it.
 
“Too shallow.”
 
Lawrence shrugged.
 
“Not my type anyway.”
 
“You realise that you’re here just to hook up for one night right?” Lawrence said.
 
Free drained the last of his lager and set the bottle down on the top of the bar. “I was hoping for something different. I’m getting sick of the one-night stands. I want to get to know someone this time, maybe hook up with someone I actually like speaking to or being around.”
 
“Is this your way of telling me you’re gay?” Lawrence mocked.
 
“Fuck off,” Free laughed. “I’m just sick of the crazies. The last chick wanted to tie me up and whip me, the one before that tried to stick a dildo up my arse and the one before that, well...” he sighed.
 
“The one with the boyfriend who wanted to watch?”
 
“Exactly,” Free said, trying to get the barmaid’s attention. He waved at her and she acknowledged him from the other side of the bar, holding up her finger to tell him she would be there soon. “I haven’t had a proper girlfriend in years.”
 
“You want a girlfriend now?”
 
Free nodded, slapped his friend on the arm. “I’m going for a piss. Get me a beer would you?”
 
He still remembered how he had waded through the sea of sweat and bodies to get to the far end of the room. There, as the ocean of people ebbed away, was a door into a corridor and a different world. Sometimes he found himself going there just to get away from the heaving air in the rest of the pub. There were two windows in the long corridor which were always jarred open, the cool night air slinked inside and provided relief from the air in the bar which was thick and moist with life.
 
The corridor ran out onto the back door which was usually closed but had been propped open on this night. From where he stood Free could see two young men just outside of the doorway, they were facing away from the corridor and muttering aggressively to someone out of view. Fights and scuffles were common place, if you mixed vast quantities of alcohol with vast quantities of humans, you naturally created the formula for idiocracy and violence.
 
He ignored the youngsters, hoping not to get involved, and pushed open the door to the toilet. As he opened the door he was greeted by a strong smell which attacked him like a wall. “Fuck,” he said under his breath, stepping backwards and letting the door swing closed.
 
He had glimpsed a horror beyond. Someone had been violently sick on the floor, from the entrance all the way to one of the cubicles, and rather than cleaning it up they had merely opened the windows to let the vomit fumigate. It was now congealed on the slippery floor.
 
He heard a commotion coming from outside and looked again at the two youngsters, their attentions still elsewhere. He noticed a small shovel and a mop and bucket -- no doubt collected to clean the sick -- which had been left by the open door by someone with a queasy stomach or unworthy salary.
 
He fastened his thumb and forefinger tightly around his nose and reached out for the handle again, ready to embrace the horrors within the bathroom. He stopped when he heard a shrill and worried plea. He turned back towards the corridor.
 
One of the men had seen him. He glared at Free and flicked his head in a manner which said, ‘what are you looking at?’.  The other youngster moved quickly away from the door as if lunging towards someone or something.
 
Free heard the voice again, it was female. “Just leave me alone,” it begged with a great deal of desperation and worry. “Please.”
 
He walked down the corridor, his eyes set on the youngster who would soon be blocking his path.
 
“What the fuck do you want?” the shaven headed kid stepped forward and Free realised he couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old, probably younger. He stank like he had been bathing in aftershave; his rat-like face was covered in piercings.
 
“What’s going on?” Free asked.
 
“None of your business mate,” the youngster said, stepping out in front of the doorway.
 
“I’m not your mate,” Free barged past, lifting his arms to physically push the juvenile out of the way. He stumbled backwards, losing his footing and falling to the ground. Free then turned to see that the other youngster was standing in front of a young woman, he had gripped her by the forearms and she was trying to back away.
 
He released her when he saw Oliver and he smirked at him. He was roughly the same age as his friend but taller and more robust, his six-foot-three frame bore thick forearms and a chest which appeared padded.
 
“Is everything OK?” Free turned to the woman and stopped in his tracks. She was beautiful. She had dressed herself for a night out like so many of the other girls but she looked like an angel and not a painted whore. Her delicate features shone in the glow from the light that bounced out of the corridor, her dark hair framed a worried face and when she looked at Free he found himself staring into the most mesmerising eyes he had ever seen.
 
“Everything is fine,” the bigger youngster said, reaching out to hold back his friend who had returned to his feet to make unsuccessful rush at Oliver. “We were just having a little fun,” he assured. “You know how it is.”
 
Free looked at him quizzically. His eyes and his features bore a strange and unsympathetic quality, his fake smile resembled the disconcerting look of a sociopath. The woman still stared at Free, she mouthed the word ‘help’ to him as she fearsomely backed off and looked for an escape.
 
Free nodded, returning his eyes to the two youngsters. “That’s OK then,” he said, heading back for the corridor. “You be careful now, won’t you?” he saw the eyes of the beautiful woman spark with fear as he turned and headed back into the corridor.
 
Both men spoke with a slimy quality when Free turned his back and disappeared back inside the corridor. “We’ve got you all to ourselves now,” he heard one of them say as the other giggled excitedly.
 
Free stepped back outside to greet the boys again. “Just one more thing,” he spoke casually, watched as they slowly turned to face him before he smashed them across the face with the small handled, broad based shovel. He aimed for the bigger one first, putting all his might into the swing -- he heard and felt the metal rattle against the handle as it collided with bone and sent the big man sprawling. He hit the ground with a thud and immediately drew his hands to his face, trying to swab the gathering pools of blood from his broken jaw, shattered teeth and disfigured nose.
 
Free prepared to take a swing at the skinny youngster, before he could compose himself the wannabe rapist left, sprinting down the alleyway like a scared cat. He dropped the shovel, walked over to the girl. His adrenaline fuelled heart beat even faster as he approached her and carefully put his hand on her shoulder. “You’re OK,” he reassured.
 
She immediately threw her arms around him and clung to him. “Thank you,” she cried into his shoulder. “I didn’t know what they would do.”
 
The girl could have been raped and Free had saved her life by disfiguring someone who could yet get up and kill him, or even return later to do the job, but at that point he had never felt so secure.
 
“I just came out here for some fresh air,” she sobbed, visibly shaken as she clung to Oliver. “I thought they were just coming on strong but then, well, I don’t know what they would have done.” She pulled away, looked him directly in the eyes. “Thank you,” she said again.
 
Free smiled. She had hypnotised him and was still holding him in a trance with her spellbinding eyes.
 
“I’m Julie,” she said softly, stepping closer to Oliver as the man with the broken face rolled away.
 
“Oliver,” Free said, glad that he managed to speak.
 
“Do you mind taking me home?” she asked. “Or for a coffee somewhere perhaps? I don’t feel like a night out anymore.”
 
“Me neither,” Free said, “and I’d love to.”
 
 
***
 
Free sat up on the bed, managing a meagre smile which crept across his face like a mischievous stalker.
 
After meeting Julie his life had changed. That night they had enjoyed a coffee outside a local restaurant and talked under the glow of a tall streetlight. They exchanged numbers, began to see each other once or twice a week; not a day went by when Free didn’t think about her and he soon learned that she felt the same way.
 
It took them two weeks before they slept together, two months before they were seeing each other every day and six months before they moved in together. Free had known from the first second he laid his eyes on her that she was the person he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.
 
He had been an idiot to throw away his life with Julie and he had been a bigger idiot to not acknowledge it at the time. He had friends and a good life before he knew her and when he was with her his life had peaked; they’d even planned to have a family together after they had settled in their new house.
 
He’d placed less of an emphasis on the importance of being a successful, famous writer and had prowled for a newspaper job to supplement his income and to help his new wife and his hopeful family. In one way he was becoming everything he hated: a man succumbing to the rituals of life and settling into them, yet he loved every minute of it. He finally discovered what it was like to be human. No one wanted to live a life of monotony and struggle, that was a given, but when you were with someone who you loved so deeply, the only thing that mattered was being with them and keeping them close.
 
He understood it at that point, realised that the monotony of life wasn’t all bad. But then he had been given a big break. He had feared that the two worlds wouldn’t work together, his mind shut down and he let Julie slip away. Retrospectively, he knew he had been an idiot, he knew he had done wrong, but at the time he didn’t really know what was happening to him, he didn’t know why his life felt so alien.
 
He had found solace in dissociation.
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The extractor fan, which had stuttered into life when the shower started, wasn’t whirring anymore. It had shut off early, the bathroom was still thick with a smog-like vapour and there was no window to release it. He opened the door, pried open the bedroom window and tried to usher the smog through there.
 
Taking a razor and some shaving gel from a small bag, he filled the sink with warm water and began to shave as he stared into a fogged mirror. With the razor mowing a line down the side of his cheek, he reached out with his free hand and wiped away the fog from the mirror.
 
The razor stopped sliding, his hand spasmed, pushing the blade inwards. He halted in fear, unable to react to the pain, the cut, the blood. The face that stared back at him was not his own. It wasn’t the unshaven, foam filled face that he expected. There wasn’t a single hair on the chin of the almost porcelain skin of the person in the mirror.
 
The razor blade dug deep into Free’s skin, cutting through the cleanly shaven exterior and dripping droplets of crimson into the pool of water below. The face in the mirror was also bleeding, but the blood was dried and spread, smeared and congealed -- it covered her like dried paint.
 
The plastic razor broke in his hand, the handle shattered and fell to the floor. Free’s hand remained, hovering next to his bleeding face. Fear had gripped his body and rendered him incapable of movement. He wanted to get away, to run or hide, but he couldn’t.
 
The female face was young and had once been beautiful, he could testify to that, but it was now torn and bloodied. Her jaw was broken. Half of her teeth were shattered and two of them pierced through her lip which was missing a chunk in the corner. Half of her jaw had also been stripped of its flesh, worn away to the gum-line which exposed the roots of her few remaining teeth.
 
“Do you remember me, Oliver?” she spoke through the damaged mouth which barely moved. Her voice was perfectly clear.
 
Oliver nodded.
 
Her hair was matted with blood, dirt and rotten chunks of flesh. It all parted to the left, the right half had gone the same way as her head, shaven clean off her skull. Flecks of skin and hair still clung around a messy wound through which Oliver could see a mass of pink fluid.
 
“You did this to me,” she said.
 
He shook his head, his face arcing into a look of sorrow. “I didn’t mean to--” he looked away and lifted his trembling hand up to his head. “I didn’t know, I didn’t--” he turned back to face the disfigured reflection but she had disappeared, replaced by the reflection of Free’s own horrified face.
 
He stormed out of the bathroom. On route to the kitchen he kicked over everything in his way. He hoped to contort any fear into pure rage, his face reddened and his nerves felt like they were going to explode; it seemed work.
 
He switched on the kettle, began to pace up and down the cabin. The blood from the razor wound dripped down his cheek, poured from his chin and soaked into the fresh tee-shirt, some of it bypassed his tee-shirt and fell to the floor.
 
“Someone is fucking with me,” he said aloud to himself. “Someone is playing with me, toying with me. The valium, the hallucinations, the--” he paused, remembering. “The writing!” he spat before quickly scurrying over to the freezer room. He paused before he reached the door, there was no need to go inside, the random engravings were now leaking through the door and out into the living room.
 
***
 
The words had grown like an infestation. They had started as crazed scribblings inside the small utility room, covering the walls like the mad writings of an imprisoned maniac, but that maniac had now been given more canvas.
 
The freezer room was covered, the floor, the ceiling and all the walls -- even behind the chest freezer -- had been carved with the mad decorations. The carvings were clearly definable, separated by enough space in all directions to pick them out as separate sentences or words. It was meticulous madness, a creation of a mind that Free couldn’t even begin to comprehend.
 
He scanned both of the rooms again, hoping to find something he had missed or to spot a more recent clue, but he couldn’t find the slightest grain of sawdust. The engravings were deep and would have created quite a mess, there had been enough etched wood to house a hundred hamsters, yet Free couldn’t find a flake of dust on any of the floors, nor was there any residue on the walls or carvings themselves.
 
He followed a line of words: ‘memories of the good and bad, all coming back’ from the freezer room. A new line was created just before the doorway which began inside the freezer room: ‘there are too many regrets’ and finished in the main room of the cabin. The word ‘many’ had been written around the lip of the doorway, swerving across a tricky bump in the wood, yet it was just as painstakingly perfect as the others.
 
He stood back and stared, shaking his head. They were amazing, he couldn’t deny that. He had never been very good with his hands and couldn’t have even attempted anything like this, he wasn’t even sure it was possible to do by hand in the time needed, yet someone had.
 
He put his hand on his chin and began to pace up and down, already forgotten about the earlier incident. It could have been carved by a machine, but that would have left a mess and would have certainly emitted a noise.
 
He was giving himself a headache just thinking about it. The thoughts of what might be going on and their implications irritated a nerve at the base of his skull. He bent down on his knees and looked at the recent crop of words, his hand massaging his temple.
 
She had returned and I couldn’t get rid of her.
 
The pain of losing her had brought back other memories.
 
He ignored the rest and went into the freezer room, taking a few steps he then picked out a few sentences that led up to the door.
 
They had screwed up.
 
How was I going to get by with this?
 
I didn’t have to, I wanted to.
 
I could do nothing but sleep.
 
Losing track of time. Dreaming things I didn’t want to dream.
 
This would be the end. I had no more.
 
Would they screw up again? Could I rely on them?
 
He had reached the end of the door. Some of the other sentences were similar, some were almost incoherent, some just missed a word or two. The sentence “I didn’t have to, I wanted to,” was repeated three times towards the freezer room door, with “Needed” in place of “Wanted”
in one instance.
 
It made no sense. Were these particular phrases supposed to be more important to him, was someone trying to tell him something? He read them again and slowly shook his head. If they were trying to tell him something he wasn’t sure he would ever understand it. What he did understand was that they all linked to his life, to what had happened to him during his time at the cabin. The details were as vague as a horoscope, but it was clear that someone knew what he was experiencing, someone knew what he was going through. They could be the ones putting him through it, anyone who knew what he had experienced would be able to write such phrases and try to link them to his thoughts, but who would go to such trouble, and why?
 
It makes no sense.
 
He sat down at the computer, tired from his own thoughts. He opened up a new document, set his hands above the keyboard and waited, but nothing happened.
 
I know what I want to say, he told himself. I’ll tell them about the valium. It’s been awhile since my last entry, I need to tell them what I’ve done, tell them I took it all. I need to inform Andrew that the dose is short, there’s still a chance they’ll rush out here and give me more. Barney, or someone close to him, is sure to have a supply, a simple phone call and he could be here with the correct supply.
 
I need to tell them that.
 
He nodded to himself in agreement.
 
But.
 
He paused, his fingers still hovering.
 
I can’t.
 
He frowned, disappointed at his writers’ block. This is what he had been expecting all along, he knew that withdrawal would restrict his writing.
 
They’re waiting for me.
 
He clenched his fists tightly as frustration began to build.
 
I need to write something.
 
He rested a finger on the mouse as he pondered and then, in bold heading at the top of the page he wrote: ‘Day 10’. He skipped to the next line, pleased with himself.
 
His fingers hovered again, but they didn’t touch the keys.
 
The dreams, the thoughts, the memories, the carvings, the visions; a lot has happened. I don’t necessarily want everyone to know everything, I want to hold onto my dignity when I regain my sanity, but there is still so much to tell and they’re paying to listen.
 
With the mouse cursor he highlighted the headline and centred it. Then he pressed the Return key twice to nudge it down the page, before deleting it, displeased that he had gone too far.
 
I need to speak to my agent, to my publishers. They’re the ones who sent me here, if anyone would know about the carvings, they would. The other things can be dismissed as hallucinations, but the carvings are real; there’s no doubting that. I can leave them a message.
 
He thought this through and then realised that everyone would read what he wrote, it was an uncensored piece, that had been the idea; no editing, no notes. He had no way of getting in touch with anyone.
 
“But I can get in touch with my fans,” he said aloud in a determined voice, his fingers flexing. “I’ll tell them about my dreams,” he decided, they’ve been insightful and deep, he reasoned, some have been a little too personal, but they can hear about the rest. “Right.” He flexed his hands again, stared at the screen and then looked at his hands. His fingers were almost touching the keys but he still couldn’t decide what to write.
 
He sat back, pushing himself away from the keyboard. He sighed, emitted an annoyed grunt and then gave up.
 
It had been a long day. The sleeping, the valium, the visions; it had taken a lot out of him. He had nothing to offer. He turned off the computer screen. “They can wait,” he said to himself as a veil of tiredness suddenly closed over him. He settled into the couch, wrapped the blanket around him and lay down, snuggling into the fabric as he stared out of the cabin windows and waited to see if sleep would visit him; hoping that dreams wouldn’t.
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Free’s eyes shot open, something had alerted him.
 
The cabin was shrouded in darkness, the only source of light was the bleak moonlight which simmered through the windows and spread across half of the floor, leaving the rest in the shade.
 
He could sense someone near him, standing above him as he rested his head on the arm of the couch. He lay still like a frightened child, unsure how to react and scared to move. Logic dictated that if a stranger was standing above his head the best thing to do would be to dive out of the way or a least look up, but fear and dread held him still.
 
He saw it move. It turned around the couch and walked across the front of it. He saw the dark shadow move silkily through the room. It was walking away from him and away from the couch but he was sure it was watching him. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut and listened intently.
 
He couldn’t hear anything. The figure wasn’t moving.
 
He opened his eyes, plying them open slowly and praying that no horrors awaited them.
 
The shadow was nowhere to be seen. Turning his head, cautious to avoid making a sound, he watched it scuttle into the freezer room. He had left the door open, the intruder danced through it and disappeared.
 
He lifted his head a little more, his eyes now wide open and suspicious. The main door to the cabin was shut, it hadn’t been locked but it was creaky and old, he would have heard it open. The windows had also been shut and were locked, with the rustling blinds in front of them it would prove impossible to break into the cabin without making a sound.
 
Free thought about climbing to his feet and finding something to protect himself, but he had little control over his body anymore and he wasn’t sure that he was prepared to confront whoever was in the cabin. He doubted his weakened and pained arms could even lift a weapon, let alone swing it.
 
Come on! He screamed to himself, trying to urge his body into action regardless of his doubts. He lifted a leg from the couch and planted it on the floor. With his head fully raised -- his chin digging into his chest -- he kept an eye on the door to the back rooms and he tried to swing his other leg around.
 
The figure reappeared, Free quickly slumped back down, leaving his leg hanging. He let the couch absorb his head as it flopped soundlessly backwards. He kept his eyes open, observed the invader. He was standing still in the doorway, watching Oliver.
 
He saw me, he’s going to kill me.
 
They looked at each other for what seemed like an eternity. Free couldn’t see the eyes or the face of the intruder but he imagined fiery pupils glaring back at him, intimidating and threatening him. He thought about speaking, asking the intruder what he wanted to break an intense moment, but he soon brushed off the thought as ludicrous.
 
The only possible weapons in the cabin were in the kitchen; a small selection of sharpened steel chopping knives, waiting for him -- or the killer -- inside a wooden rack. Free was already contemplating making a run for them when the intruder moved again. This time his gracious and silent feet scurried to the door, his movement like a floater in Free’s eye, a quickly darting blotch of blackness.
 
The back of the couch obscured Free’s view of the door and he didn’t dare strain his neck to catch a glimpse in case the fleet-of-foot intruder decided to slit his throat. Instead he waited in the silence, his pulse pounding a beat inside his ear as he tried to pick up any noise.
 
After a few minutes of unbearable silence -- filled with fears of murder and torture -- he slowly lifted himself up and peered over the back of the couch.
 
There was no one in the main room or the kitchen.
 
The bedroom, they’re hiding in there; waiting for me.
 
He looked towards the door which led to the rest of the cabin. He summoned the courage to climb off the sofa, treading lightly on the hardwood floor. With his eyes constantly on the small corridor which led to the bedroom and bathroom, he sidestepped to the kitchen, fumbled for a weapon on the counter, and then began slowly pacing towards the corridor, the wooden handle firmly gripped in his trembling hand.
 
Hoping to gain the advantage over the sneaky intruder, he kept his steps slight and silent and he made it across the corridor without making a sound. He bypassed the closed doorway to the bathroom -- unless he was in there relieving himself then Free had little to worry about. He had to be in the bedroom.
 
When he saw that the door to the bedroom was open he felt his heart beat even faster, it was tapping loudly against his chest, his pulse so prominent in his ears that he feared the wannabe attacker might hear it.
 
He paused, the open door ahead and to his left.
 
How do I do this? Do I run in screaming with the knife raised? Do I turn the light on, to startle him?
 
He stopped to think, lowering the knife by his side.
 
If he has a gun he could shoot me before I get a chance to raise the knife. What if he has night-vision goggles? If I turn the light on, it’ll blind him.
 
He raised the knife again, moved forward, stopping just as his foot slid towards the threshold.
 
Where’s the fucking light-switch? Was it left or right...up or down?
 
He was perspiring heavily. He switched the weapon to his left hand whilst he dried his right palm on his shirt.
 
Fuck it.
 
He ran into the room. Part of him wanted to scream an offensive attack, part of him decided against it, the mixed signals resulted in a loud grunt; it sounded like he was clearing his throat.
 
The curtains in the bedroom were open and there was enough moonlight shining through to aid his adjusted eyes. In the corner of the room, a mere seven feet from the door, he saw a tall dark figure and immediately jumped on it.
 
“Basta--” he screamed in mid-air as his body crashed into the coat stand. His own coat was draped over it, thickening the silhouette, but when he tackled it he met its thin wooden frame. Together they collided with the wooden floor and bounced.
 
The stand rolled away, hiding underneath the bed. Free spun onto his back, breathless and in pain. He staggered to his feet, shot an embarrassing look towards the floor and then snapped on the light.
 
The intruder wasn’t in there. He looked under the bed, a common hiding spot for monsters, but he wasn’t there either. He had somehow disappeared through the front door when Free was lying down, leaving as quietly as he had entered.
 
He shrugged his shoulders, looked at the weapon and grinned. “Good thing you ran,” he said aloud, his harsh breathing and dry throat breaking the words. “I didn’t want to have to use this.” He smiled at the large spoon he had grabbed from the kitchen.
 
 
***
 
He searched the cabin for the next hour, checking every possibly hiding place and turning on every light to examine each nook and cranny. The intruder was nowhere to be seen. He locked the front door to make sure he wouldn’t return, turned on all the lights in the main room and then tightly closed the blinds; he didn’t want anyone looking in on him.
 
He made himself a cup of tea and settled back on the couch. His brain was heavy, fogged over from the withdrawals, but he wasn’t tired. The lack of valium was also beginning to eat away at him. It was right to feel anxious when there was someone in your home, someone who could have put your life in danger, but Free had felt an overwhelming mix of emotions. He had the usual fear but the panic had nearly paralysed him. He had survived on adrenaline alone, but afterwards the feelings persisted. Even now he felt light headed and weak, his blood pressure high and jumping even higher at every noise.
 
He tried to ignore them, to settle down, but it was a hell that he struggled to endure. As the panic continued to take over him, his body sweating and shaking more now than it had before, he began to ponder the motive of the intruder whose odd form had no doubt been distorted in the darkness by Free’s fear.
 
He had stolen nothing. He wasn’t even sure that the strange visitor had touched anything. The only people out here will be locals, he thought. It isn’t a city, or a town. No one just happens upon the cabin and decides to duck inside, and if they were looking for comfort or a place to stay, they certainly wouldn’t have been so quiet.
 
If they had come to rob the place, looking for cash or rich pickings, they would have searched the drawers or the bedroom. Unless they were fond of tea and tinned food there’s nothing here for any criminal, but they wouldn’t have known that if they didn’t search.
 
It seemed that the only other explanation was that the intruder had known of his whereabouts and his situation. Free thought this over. Morning was coming and the bright sun cut through a gap in the blinds, hitting his eyes like a sharp pin and forcing him to look away. The blinds wouldn’t close all the way so he turned the couch to face the other way before he sat down to drink his tea.
 
They’re checking up on me. They’ve sent someone here to check up on me, to keep tabs, to make sure I’m--
 
He shook away the thought. It didn’t make much sense. The man had breezed through the cabin without saying a word. Free looked into his steaming cup of tea. “If they really wanted to keep tabs on me they would have set up cameras,” he spoke softly. “Maybe--”
 
He paused, his thinking coming to a complete halt. He slowly lowered the cup from his mouth and ran his eyes over the top of the cabin.
 
“You bastards,” he said softly, his mouth forming the words from a hung jaw.
 
You’ve set me up from the start. Who wants to read about withdrawal? This is the age of reality TV and celebrity, Shepard was right about that and maybe he was trying to tell me something. He’d always been a cheeky little bastard, I wouldn’t put it past him to leave me a clue in his own words.
 
He put the tea down on the floor and grabbed the coffee table. It was an oak construct and was very solid. It took him a lot of exertion and effort to push it to the far wall.
 
I was right, it wasn’t paranoia.
 
He stepped onto the table, reached up and closely inspected the top of the walls. A neatly carved semicircle of oak ran all along the top. There was a small gap under the lip, barely enough to get a finger through but enough to see through. He ran his finger along a section of the gap but encountered nothing.
 
They’ll be hidden up high. This is the perfect place for them. Tiny little cameras. They can make all sorts nowadays.
 
He moved the table along the floor -- dragging it breathlessly across the hardwood -- and then searched the next few feet of wall. He picked up specks of dust on his fingertip but nothing else. He tried to dig a little deeper. He pressed his face up against the wall and peered up, straining his neck in an effort to see into the small space.
 
They’ll have lights. Some sort of sensor perhaps.
 
Nothing shone out from the small space. He stepped off the table, readjusted it again. His legs were shaking now, losing endurance and strength. He pushed on.
 
The bastards set me up. They’ll have this on television somewhere, or even on the internet. They couldn’t get their money from my next novel so they arrange this. Roll up! roll up! Watch one of your beloved writers die at the hands of his own madness -- watch him self-destruct as we fuck with his mind.
 
He shifted the table again. His legs refused to aid in the pushing and his arms were weakened so he pushed his back and chest into the effort, forcing every worthwhile muscle into action.
 
They were the ones to carve the words. A writer sent to the brink of madness as someone else chronicles his life whist he tries to do the same, ironic. Shepard and Unibrow would have fucking loved that.
 
He checked another section of the wall. This time a small beetle popped out of the space when he poked his finger inside. He watched it nervously as it crawled across the wall and then disappeared back into a pre-inspected slot.
 
Scare him out of his wits, get it all on camera and make a fortune.
 
Other than the beetle there was nothing in that part of the wall, but there was plenty more left to scan. He stepped down, wiped a line of sweat from his forehead and slowly moved the table. It was becoming heavier with each push as his muscles began to turn against him. He barely summoned the necessary energy. Its legs grating nosily as he shoved it across the floor.
 
Watch him suffer and then watch him die.
 
It took him a few seconds just to regain his energy, then a few more to manage the simple task of climbing onto the table. His legs wobbled uneasily as he tried to stand up straight. He examined the next section, first by sight and then by prodding it.
 
The visions as well. They arranged them. What is more cliché and comforting than a hallucinating drug addict? Actors, sets, props. How far did they go, I wonder? Do the viewers know about them, do they see them? That’s why they won’t let me see my own site, my own blog. I should have known.
 
He stepped off and practically fell to the floor, landing on two legs that were unwilling, he just about managed to stand up straight. His body leaked sweat as he bent down to push the table again, his face turned bright red as he begged his body for the power to push. Inch by inch the table crept along the floor. He used the edge of the oak to support himself as he climbed and slowly stood.
 
They would need cameras outside as well. They wouldn’t want to miss a moment and there have been a few out there. Not just in and around the cabin either, there could be loads; all through the forest. Just how big is this?
 
He turned, an instinctual glance at the forest -- the view blocked by the closed blinds. His right leg trembled as he turned and his left leg didn’t have the power to support him. He felt himself fall, incapable of the capacity to lift his arms and stop himself, he merely stared at the floor as it rose to meet him.
 
 
19
 
Oliver Free was happy, he sat with a beaming and content smile on his face.
 
He had only ever truly been happy twice in his life and, at the tender age of nine, this was one of those times.
 
He was sitting at the back of the classroom chatting to his friends Peter, Matthew and Dylan. Peter was a chubby kid who Oliver sat next to on the two-seater desks, he spoke with a certain quality that could only be described as ‘flabby’. Matthew and Peter sat on the desk next to them.
 
“I don’t like Doctor Who,” Peter said, his lips flapping around. “It’s boring,” his cheeks bobbled.
 
“It’s amazing,” Free exclaimed excitedly.
 
“Olly’s right.” Matthew leaned over to join in.
 
“It’s brill,” Dylan chimed.
 
Dylan and Matthew lived closer to Oliver and he preferred them to Peter, they all spent an equal amount of time together, Peter was usually invited because he was the one who brought the ball.
 
“It’s dull,” Peter said dismissively, “a sad man in a trench coat who travels back in time through a phone box? How can you like that?”
 
“It’s one of the most popular shows on TV,” Matthew said as the three fans gathered around the chubby hater.
 
“It’s rubbish and it makes no sense.”
 
“Bollocks,” Free spat.
 
Suddenly the whole classroom fell silent. Dylan and Matthew quickly retreated to their own desk and their attention was now on the front of the class.
 
A large woman in her mid-forties, her hair tied back and her glasses on the bridge of her nose, was glaring at Oliver who felt himself shrinking into his chair.
 
“Oliver Free!” she bellowed.
 
“Yes miss?”
 
“Is there a reason you’re not listening to me?” she wondered.
 
“No--” he began to speak but quickly realised she hadn’t meant it as a question.
 
“Do you prefer talking to your friends over involving yourself with this class?” she asked.
 
He paused, waiting to see if that was a question.
 
“Well?” she pushed.
 
“Oh.” It was a question. “Well...” he said slowly, “I suppose so.”
 
The classroom exploded into laughter. The teacher didn’t look quite as happy as her pupils. “Okay Oliver,” she said in a voice that set the tone for something devious to come. “Seen as you prefer to engage directly with your classmates, why don’t you answer the question in front of them all?”
 
“Question?”
 
She sighed and, with her head down, jabbed a finger at the blackboard. The words ‘what do you want to be when you grow up’ had been neatly written in bold chalk.
 
“Oh.” He jumped to his feet and proudly walked to the front of class. Confidence had never been an issue and although his teacher knew this, she wasn’t expecting what came next.
 
“Well,” he said, arranging himself so that he stood front-centre and grabbed everyone's attention. “I am going to be rich and famous and I am going to live forever,” he said with a beaming smile. The sea of faces looked bemused but Oliver was pleased, he moved to return to his seat but the teacher stopped him.
 
“Is that it?” she asked.
 
“Well, that’s quite a lot. I don’t want to sound greedy.” The class laughed and young Oliver beamed.
 
“What do you want to do exactly?” she asked him as he remained standing, on-route to his desk.
 
“I just told you,” he said, unsure why she couldn’t understand.
 
“But being rich and famous isn’t that easy,” she insisted.
 
“All that money? All that fame? What could be easier?” he wondered. “I’ll live the perfect life. I’ll have more money than I could ever want and everywhere I go people will know my name.”
 
The teacher nodded, a smile creeping across her face. She decided not to push the question of career choice. “What about living forever?” she wondered. “Money can’t buy you immortality, no one lives forever.”
 
Oliver shook his head. “Look,” he said, pointing to the walls of the classroom and the many posters, photographs and pictures that adorned them. “Shakespeare, Mozart, that Italian guy.”
 
“Leonardo Da Vinci.”
 
“That’s the one. Dead for hundreds of years, yet we read what they wrote, listen to what they created and look at what they painted.”
 
The teacher nodded, her eyes looking straight at Oliver, mesmerised.
 
“They’ll go on living for many years. That’s what I want.”
 
The teacher nodded again, “That’s quite...” she seemed stuck for words. “That’s very philosophical of you Oliver.”
 
“I have no idea what that means,” he said, turning back to walk to his seat, “but thank you.” He sat down and within minutes he was ignoring the teacher and talking to his friends.
 
***
 
“Sixty-five quid an article,” a husky male voice, layered with years of cigarette and cigar smoke, spoke down the phone. “You’re looking at a maximum of two per week, always be at least one. It’s a steady income and it frees up your time for other things.”
 
Free grunted a positive but unconvincing reply. He had published a handful of topical articles for a top magazine, taking in less than £50 each over the space of three months, and now the editor was asking him to commit to more.
 
“You say you have a degree, kid?” the man asked.
 
“English Literature,” Oliver replied. “I finished uni a year ago, been looking around for a job since.”
 
“Not easy is it?” the voice cracked and the man coughed, Oliver could hear him taking a long toke from a cigarette. “Let me tell you something: degrees get you nowhere in this business. If you want to be an editor then fair enough, but writers -- no one gives a shit. If you can write then you’re hired, it don’t matter if you dropped out of high school without a single GCSE or if you have a fucking PhD, what matters is what you can do with a pen and some paper kid. Got me?”
 
“Yeah.” Oliver could only agree. Everywhere he looked he’d seen companies stipulating the need for a degree, it was one of the main reasons he went to university instead of following his career of choice straight after school, but he soon realised that the degree meant nothing. He had tried and failed to pick up four freelance writing jobs off the back of that degree; he had picked up this job off the back of one article.
 
“Welcome to the world of freelance writing Oliver, I’ll put you on the books immediately. You go out there and take on as many jobs as you like, just make sure you give me what I want when I want it, OK?”
 
“Sure.” He hung up the phone.
 
A red dot flashed at the top right hand side of his vision and everything turned slightly hazy. He backed out further and could see himself on a television screen. The red dot stayed constant and the words ‘Play’ flashed above it occasionally. Someone was watching a recording of him as he had been in his early twenties.
 
The on-screen Oliver Free stood up, stretched and then, unable to resist a smile, he punched the air with delight and began to dance awkwardly around the room.
 
“Look at the fucker.”
 
There were two other people watching the video. Free saw them when he looked away from the screen. He also saw more screens, banks and banks of them. He was in a giant control room, each screen offered a glimpse of his life, but this one had been pushed to a much larger screen in the centre of the room, it had grabbed the attention of two slovenly middle-aged men who watched him as they leant back on swivel chairs and drank from plastic coffee cups.
 
“He’s a crazy bastard,” the other one said.
 
“Dances like a prick,” the first one agreed.
 
Free watched them with amazement.
 
Excuse me? May I ask what the fuck you two are doing?
 
He waited for a reply but they didn’t even acknowledge him.
 
Hey, look at me when I speak--
 
He paused. He wasn’t actually speaking. He opened his mouth to try to speak but he couldn’t muster a word, nor could he reach forward and touch them, to warn them away from his memories. He was completely immobile from the neck down.
 
Annoyed but not concerned, he glanced at the other screens. He watched them from left to right, his face changing from a smile, to annoyance, to fear, and then to sadness.
 
He saw his mother and father taking him on his first holiday. They had doted on him. He had never wanted for anything and had a perfect childhood. On another screen he saw them buying him his first pet, a brown Rex rabbit. On another screen he saw his first day at high school. He could almost feel the awkwardness that he had felt on that day. The later screens calmed him, there he saw his first crush, a girl named Maria who he had met when he was thirteen. Sweet faced, dark haired and pleasant, she always had time for him but he’d never had the courage to ask her out. On another screen he saw the day that she had fallen for his friend. His first kiss came a few months later. A girl whose name he had forgotten and a memory he wished he could forgot.
 
The first girl he slept with, a Goth named Scarlett who he had met at University, was also there. As was the sordid and hasty act itself, displayed in all its shame on the next screen. He was drawn to the screen after that. It was the following day, Scarlett had taken him to a party to meet her friends. Oliver walked up close to the screen and peered deeply into it, reliving the night.
 
The music and the heat of the small dormitory was unrelenting. A thick smoke hung in the air, collided with the body heat and formed a concoction that almost stuck to his skin. He hated it, but he put up with it because of Scarlett, he figured he owed after last night.
 
All the party goers were dressed like Scarlett, covered in black from their finger nails to their leather boots. The only thing on them that wasn’t black was their pale, dusted faces and the bleached strands that some of them wore in their hair. They had been there for half an hour, dancing -- at least that’s what they said it was, Free wasn’t too sure. The music was loud and didn’t really have a danceable quality to it so the revellers merely swayed from side to side, it looked more like seasickness than dancing. During some of the songs a few of the dancers did head-bang or jump up and down for a while, but Scarlett seemed happy to sway and Free was glad to join her.
 
He was introduced to a woman named Spider. She had thick dreadlocks and had plastered her face with white and red powder, she looked like a horror movie extra and tried to add to that persona when she spoke, putting a razor quality to her voice.
 
“D’you want some speed?” she asked Oliver.
 
Oliver shook his head quickly.
 
Scarlett looked bemused, almost insulted. She nudged him.
 
“What?” he wondered.
 
“She’s offering you some free fucking speed.”
 
“I heard her.”
 
“You prefer coke?” Spider asked.
 
Oliver shook his head again.
 
“More of a downers guy?” she asked whilst Free wondered how long she could keep up that voice before she coughed up a lung. “Opiates and Tranqs huh? I don’t have any on me but if you have a tenner I can--”
 
“I don’t do drugs,” Oliver said.
 
Scarlett and Spider both seemed appalled.
 
“Why not?” Scarlett asked.
 
Oliver shrugged his shoulders. “I value life?” he said with a shrug. “I don’t know…”
 
“You’ve never done--” Scarlett began.
 
“Never,” Oliver cut her short.
 
“You don’t know what you’re missing out on,” Scarlet said, seemingly offended.
 
“It’s OK,” Spider said, “no big deal.” She took a joint from a passing friend who wondered by with deep red eyes which, along with his pale face, made him look diseased. “But you’ll have a toke on this right?” she asked as she sucked deeply on the joint.
 
Free rolled his eyes, shook his head again.
 
***
 
He woke up momentarily, a smile on his face.
 
He was lying on the floor and had rolled over onto his side. A hazy vision greeted him as he pried his eyes open to glance at the ceiling, within seconds he had slipped back into a peaceful dream world.
 
He was drunk and disoriented. The overwhelming power of the drug and alcohol cocktail had taken control of his body.
 
Asked to attend what had been described as a ‘social gathering’ by his agent, Free had happily accepted whilst under the influence of a few shots of whiskey and some high strength painkillers.
 
He lived his life as a content recluse, but when the moment called he could turn into a different man, and when that moment included a lot of free food and alcohol and an abundance of adoring fans and loose woman, he was always willing to step out of his hovel to greet the world.
 
The gathering had been arranged by Shepard who liked Free to mix in as many circles as possible. This one was hosted by a fan and someone who the publishers had vested a lot of interest in, Free had never quite understood why, nor did he care, he was only there because Shepard caught him on a good day.
 
He kept a fairly sober head as his agent drove him to a large estate which was lit brightly on all three stories and throbbed with music, chatter and life. The gravel driveway was lined with flash cars, gleaming in the light of a dozen garden lamps which decorated a wonderful lawn.
 
The initial night had been nothing but a flash of vague memories, the dream didn’t fill in any of those gaps. Free soon found himself in the house, exchanging friendly conversation with the owners. He was shown to a buffet table by a portly host who wouldn’t stop talking about Free’s latest novel.
 
“--And such a thrilling ending,” the man declared as he tucked into a small appetiser; grey food which Free couldn’t recognise. “Suspense, excitement, twists--” he threw up his arms, alien crumbs flying everywhere. “Simply amazing,” he proclaimed theatrically.
 
Free said, “Thank you,” with as much enthusiasm as he could muster before shuffling along to the end of the table where a few bottles of wine lay in wait.
 
“May I enquire about your next piece?” the man said, scurrying after him.
 
Free looked at him blankly, turned away and poured himself a large glass of wine. Taking a long drink he answered, “It’s a secret,” before refilling the glass.
 
“Along the same lines as this one?” the man persisted.
 
Free turned towards him, glass in one hand, bottle in the other. “Sure,” he nodded, taking another drink and looking around the room to see if he could find anything that could save him from this tedium. “Why not.”
 
“I can’t wait,” the host replied, clapping his hands together.
 
Free frowned at him.
 
“I simply adore your work,” he continued, refusing to take the hint.
 
Free nodded again. He turned to the woman who had been introduced along with the talkative man. She was the same age as him, smartly dressed and plastered with Botox and make-up, not too bad for her age, but as fake and dull as a Barbie doll, and probably as much use. “She’s your wife?” Free asked, gesturing towards her.
 
The host glanced at her with indifference and then dragged an adoring smile back to Oliver. “Yes,” he said simply.
 
“Been together long?”
 
“Fourteen years,” he said, almost cringing as he did so, the regret and hatred evident in his tone.
 
Free smiled lightly and took a long drink.
 
Then she appeared. A bright haired beauty who he’d never forget. She walked across the back of the room, her long red dress trailing across the hardwood floor. She turned and caught Free’s eye. She paused, flicked back her hair -- long blonde and silky -- smiled, and then moved out of sight.
 
“--Which is why I prefer King to Koontz,” the man was talking. Free had been oblivious as the young girl sucked his attention into her abyss.
 
“I agree,” Free said blankly. He poured the last of the wine into the glass and handed the bottle to his host. “Where’s the toilet?”
 
“On the second floor, third door to the right--” the host answered politely but Free was halfway across the room before he finished.
 
“Thanks,” Free called out, holding up his hand.
 
He was with her then. He had found her, spent awhile hunting her down, and then he lured her in when she went onto the patio for a cigarette. He joined her outside. She accepted a light from him with grace and politeness, yet he saw something else behind her eyes. There was a childish, mischievous and almost innocent flare there.
 
“I’m Jesse,” she said, warmly.
 
“Oliver.”
 
“I know who you are, we all do. This party was kinda thrown for you.” She looked him up and down, smiled and then turned away. He sensed she was playing games with him.
 
“The host is a fan?” Free said, pretending that it hadn’t been made clear to him.
 
She nodded.
 
“Do you know him?” Free wondered.
 
“He knows my father. He isn’t here tonight though, I’m all alone.” She turned to smile at Oliver again, puffing out a pillow of smoke as she did.
 
“How old are you?” He asked bluntly. She was dressed up beyond her age and had a smile which suggested wisdom and experience, but it all seemed like an act.
 
“Eighteen,” she said without faltering. “Old enough,” she added with a wink.
 
They spoke outside for a while longer. After becoming acquainted with each other they fled to a third floor bathroom. The house had at least four of them and they figured that one wouldn’t be missed. He locked the door and was immediately set upon, the young gracious girl became a fiery, sex hungry woman. She locked him in a tight kiss, pushed her warm body against his and then took his hand and placed it on her backside.
 
He kissed her and stroked her until he desired nothing more than to have sex with her. At that point she pulled away from him, leaving him breathless and begging for more.
 
“Get it out,” she said, wiping her mouth and grinning like a hungry animal.
 
Free reached for his zipper.
 
“Not that,” she said quickly. “All in good time. I meant the weed.”
 
“Ah,” he nodded and, rather disappointedly, he pulled out a pre-rolled joint.
 
They smoked in the bathroom, speaking in whispers as they both grew increasingly intoxicated. Free enjoyed every second with her as they sat on the edge of the bath, sharing the joint and talking. He learned of an experimenting, sexually active girl who excelled in her studies and was the apple of her father’s eye. On a short holiday from one of the richest colleges in the country she had the world at her feet. Money, education, intelligence, beauty, she had it all and she knew it; using it to exploit whoever she wanted for whatever she decided she needed.
 
They remained in the bathroom for a while after smoking the joint, waiting for the smoke to seep out of the open window as they talked. He cherished the memory of her, remembering most of what she said in the cold bathroom, yet the dream skipped most of it. It was a highlight reel in his mind, skimming the conversation until it reached the parts it desired.
 
It continued when Jesse grew cold and cuddled into him. In his arms, her head level with his chest, she soon unzipped his trousers and stuck her hand inside. Without warning, continuing a menial conversation, she stroked his genitals through his boxer shorts, taking pleasure as she felt him stiffen.
 
Free stopped talking. He lifted her head and began to kiss her. He reached for her breast, cupping it lightly in his hand as his fingers tried to work a way into her dress via a low neckline. When the tip of his index finger brushed her warm and inviting flesh, she quickly shooed him away and promptly stood up.
 
Swaying slightly, her eyes red and her face beaming, she whispered: “Follow me,” pressing her finger to her lips as she opened the bathroom door. She checked for any onlookers before scurrying across the hall and down the twisting flights of stairs with Free hot on her heels, admiring her exposed calves and her tight buttocks.
 
On the first floor she turned left and wandered down a hallway. She stopped near a door at the end, grabbed the handle lightly, turned to Free, put her finger to her lips, and then opened the door.
 
“Come on,” she whispered, ushering Free into the room. “It’s clear.”
 
He found himself in a small bedroom. The bed had been used to dump the coats of the guests, two large piles of them covered a double bed which served as a rarely used guest room.
 
Jesse closed the door, shutting out the unnatural light from the corridor as the handle clicked into place. Free watched, mesmerised, as she danced her way out of her dress, lit by the silvery moon and the garden lights outside the window. She swayed, lifting her arms. She shrugged and swam until the dress fell to the floor, landing in a heap around her heels.
 
Her young body shone in the glow from the external light. Tight, toned and begging. There was an intoxicated gleam to her features as she grinned with a childish smile and used both hands to play with her lustrous hair. Free was entranced by her.
 
She walked to the bed with a slow swagger and pouting lips, mirroring the moves of an exotic dancer. She couldn’t hold the impression for long and was giggling again when she jumped onto the bed next to him. She leant forward to kiss him, luring him into her seductive beauty before quickly pulling away and burrowing underneath the pile of coats, urging him to follow her as her inviting flesh disappeared under a pile of fur, leather and flamboyance.
 
Through a gap in the coats, Free watched as her bra, and then her thong, were pushed out, waved around invitingly, and then placed amongst the other articles of, less appealing, clothing. “I’m waiting,” Jesse’s muffled voice said after the final piece of clothing was removed.
 
He wasted no time in joining her. He dived into the coats, embraced her with passion and began to kiss and stroke every inch of her taut skin as she writhed underneath him. He ripped off his trousers in desperation, scrambled on top of her and felt her squirm underneath him. They both paused when the door to the room opened and two people barged in, caught mid-argument.
 
“I’m just saying,” a woman declared. “I don’t like leaving the kids with her for too long.”
 
“She’s perfectly capable of looking after them,” the man objected.
 
“That may be, but I’d rather be there.”
 
“Every time!” the man said exasperatedly. “Every fucking time we go out, you do this.”
 
“That’s the responsibility of having kids, Frank!”
 
Underneath the covers Jesse giggled softly. Free couldn’t suppress a smile and found himself holding a hand to her lips.
 
“We don’t have to spend every second with them!” the man said as they continued to argue. “They’re old enough to be away from us for a few hours!”
 
“With her?” the woman said, repulsed.
 
“It’s true, you do despise her, don’t you? Why, is it because she’s young, beautiful; everything you never were, perhaps?”
 
The woman gasped. Jesse playfully bit Free’s hand.
 
“How dare you say that!” the woman screamed.
 
Free felt Jesse’s hands begin to roam. She moved quickly, managed to slip his erect penis out of his boxer shorts without even ruffling the coats above them.
 
He shook his head at her but she didn’t see. She rubbed the excited organ against her leg momentarily, then shifted sideways and allowed Free to enter her. He took his hand from her mouth and she immediately kissed him as she began to thrust upwards, working her back and bottom to help him penetrate deeper.
 
“--fucked her haven’t you? Is that was this is about? You and the fucking babysitter?” the couple were still arguing.
 
Jesse writhed with delight underneath the coats. Free felt the coats ruffle and worried they would be caught, but he didn’t want to stop. Jesse had him right where she wanted him.
 
“Get the coats and let’s leave!” the woman insisted.
 
Free felt his heart quicken but Jesse was enjoying the idea of being caught -- taking pleasure from it.
 
“I want to stay!” the argument continued.
 
“Give me your keys then.”
 
“How am I supposed to get home!”
 
Jesse began to move more erratically. Soft, breathless grunts escaped her mouth with each thrust and they were growing in volume.
 
“I don’t care. You walk.”
 
“That’s very mature, Mary.”
 
“You either walk home or you drive me home right now, what’ll it be?”
 
“Fuck it,” the man spat in a defeatist tone, “you win. Here, take the keys, I’m going back downstairs. Get your coat and leave, I’ll see you at home.”
 
Jesse was trembling. Her nails dug into Free’s back. She gripped and tore at his skin. He bit his bottom lip to suppress an agonised moan.
 
“How dare you walk away from me!” the woman screamed and so did Jesse.
 
The voices cancelled each other out. Free finished with a noiseless grunt as he tried to keep his sounds low key.
 
Jesse giggled. “That was lucky,” she said breathlessly, hearing the door slam shut and the sounds of the arguing couple drift into the hallway.
 
Free raised himself to look at her in the glow of grey light, he grinned. “Very,” he agreed.
 
***
 
Free woke with a pounding head and a dry mouth. He was lying on the floor, vaguely remembered tripping and falling. It had been daytime then, morning perhaps, he was sure of it. Now there was no sun breaking through any of the blinds in the cabin, the light was either being absorbed by the material, blocked by Free’s hazy vision or wasn’t shining at all.
 
He tried to move but that only made things worse, his head throbbed just thinking about moving. Instead, still feeling sedate, he closed his eyes and faded into the blackness again. Reality was a pain, at least his dreams gave him some joy.
 
He was in despair. He was no longer in the warm and comforting house but he still held the enchanting Jesse in his arms.
 
The night was cold and wet, a thin drizzle was barely felt but had moistened the grass and dirt beneath Free’s knees. He was staring at Jesse, once a picture of beauty, innocence and so much life, now dead and barely recognisable.
 
His emotions had shut off. He held her in his arms but felt little for her, the girl he had shared a smoke with, the girl he had sex with underneath a pile of coats, the girl he had giggled and enjoyed the night with. She was dead and he felt nothing.
 
The revellers came rushing out of the house. Patio doors opened and they streamed out, weary and unsure at first, they soon began to crowd around.
 
“She’s a mess,” Free heard one woman say rather casually.
 
“She’s dead,” another said.
 
“Isn’t that little Jesse Burns?”
 
The words filtered through screams and sobs as a gathering crowd of three dozen people came to terms with what they witnessed; Jesse was dead and mangled in Free’s arms. Some of the people looked away, women buried their heads in their husband’s arms. Some people threw up, one passed out.
 
Free didn’t react. He continued to hold her.
 
“What happened?” someone finally shouted.
 
“I...” Free paused. “It was an accident,” he said. “I didn’t, I shouldn’t--” he stopped, lowered her carefully to the ground and then slumped backwards, sitting on his ankles.
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He woke again. His mood had dipped, the dream had brought back unwanted memories which his mind insisted on processing when he was awake.
 
It was morning, the singing birds outside of the cabin told him that. A typically happy and fresh sound, it grated every nerve in his pained body. The incessant tunes bounced around his head like razor blades.
 
He tried to move and soon regretted it. The back of his neck had been placed in a vice -- the muscle strained during its long rest on the wooden floor. His head tumbled and growled aggressively as he shifted it and managed to pry it up so he could slip his hand underneath and feel for any moistness, any blood.
 
There’s no one around for miles. No one to contact, no one to talk to.
 
His heart stopped momentarily as his fingers brushed against something wet and sticky.
 
He lowered his head, resigning himself to premature death. He looked at his hand. There was no blood, no redness.              He checked again. His hair was wet, as was his head, even his hand was sticky with signs of moisture. He had sweated himself into a pool on the wooden floor.
 
Relieved, he used his arms to drag himself onto his backside before pushing with his legs until he rested against the sofa. There was a lump on the back of his head, that was to be expected, the lack of blood didn’t mean the lack of injury but it was a good start.
 
He looked up at the corners of the room, glaring across the line which he had, hours or days earlier, tried to search for cameras.
 
“Would you have just let me fucking die there?” he asked the walls. “Where’s your man for this, eh? You can send him in to sneak around when I sleep but he can’t pop in and make sure I’m not dead?”
 
Maybe they had been in to check I wasn’t dead.
 
Free frowned.
 
The least they could have done was slip me a shot of Morphine.
 
He felt his head twinge, he reacted to the pain by jerking his head quickly and soon wished he hadn’t. It felt like his brain exploded.
 
When his vision returned to normal and the pain in his head lessoned, he checked the rest of his body. His right wrist had sustained a mild sprain, caught under him as he fell; a weak and failed attempt to break his fall. His right knee also ached, but besides that -- and the usual aches and pains that tormented his body -- he seemed fine. His head had taken the majority of the impact.
 
Thirsty, his mouth arid, he managed to drag himself to his feet and stumble to the kitchen. He poured himself a pint of water and drained it in one breath, sighing satisfyingly when he finished. He refilled the glass and knocked back half of its contents before putting it aside and flicking on the kettle.
 
The memories of his dreams began to creep into his head as he stood idle, the thoughts that followed angered him. He purposefully shook his pained head, revelling in the anguish which tore through his skull and gave his thoughts the cessation he desired.
 
I don’t need to think about that. I don’t need to think about that.
 
He closed his eyes, squeezing them tight. He had spent too much of his life drunk and forgetting and now sobriety was trying take him to places he didn’t want to go.
 
He turned around and directed a vengeful voice at the walls. “I don’t want to do this anymore!” he screamed, spittle flying out of his freshly moistened mouth. “Take me home. Fuck you and your filthy fucking experiment. I don’t want to be a part of this!” He ignored the pain that soared through him, climbed to the top of the sofa and stood on its edge with a wobbling uncertainty. “Take me home!” he screamed, his face turning red. “Take me home now!”
 
The songs of the birds were the only thing he heard in reply. He stood down from the arm and paraded across the sofa, his eyes on every crevice at the top of the walls. “This is inhumane, this is wrong,” he threw his hand aggressively, “this is fucking sick. Show yourselves, bring me your little fucking helpers. End this!”
 
He waited, glancing at the door in expectation that the man in black would be close enough to come by. Nothing happened.
 
“I didn’t sign up for anything like this,” he warned, pointing his finger at the walls. “I didn’t agree to any of this. Take me home or I’ll fucking sue you, all of you.” He waved his hand across the wall, spinning around so it covered the entire cabin. “If anyone’s out there watching; police, lawyers, whatever, take these bastards down and get me the hell out of here. I didn’t agree to this!”
 
He jumped off the sofa, anger fuelling his blood which supplied adrenaline to his aching muscles. He climbed onto the table and stuck his head up against the wall, pointing his mouth directly into the hole. “Listen to me,” he spat. “If you don’t get me out of here I’ll sue you and then I’ll use the money to pay someone to cut your fucking balls off.” He backed away.
 
“I bet you think this is funny don’t you? Prime fucking material. We’ll you’re wrong. I nearly died. I could still be dying. That was a heavy knock and I wasn’t out for just a few seconds. It was morning when I fell, I woke during the night and now its fucking morning again. I don’t need a clock to work it out.”
 
He waited, breathless. He couldn’t hear the singing of the birds outside anymore, he wasn’t sure if they had stopped -- fearful of his shouting -- or if the blood pulsating through his ears was drowning them out.
 
“This isn’t right,” he said, his voice harsh and tired. “I’m not right. Physically or mentally. I had dreams--” he raised his hands to his head again, pressing his palms against his temple, he squeezed.
 
I don’t need to think about that. I don’t need to think about that.
 
Through clenched teeth, his eyes squeezed shut, he said, “You’re going to kill me,” before stepping backwards off the table. He stumbled and bounced as his feet touched the floor, nearly falling again, but he corrected himself and sat down, still gripping his head in his hands.
 
I don’t need to think about that. I don’t need to think about that.
 
“You’re evil, rotten bastards,” he spat. He removed his head from his grip and glared at the walls and the cameras inside of them. “Shepard, if you’re there, let me tell you something,” he rose again, waked towards the wall. “I never fucking liked you. You’re a slimy, evil, manipulative, little fucking cunt. You’re only my agent because I didn’t have the balls to tell you to fuck off years ago. You act like you care--” he shook his head and walked away, a sadistic grin on his face. He picked up the chair from the workstation and raised it above the machine “--but you don’t give a shit,” he continued, “and guess what, Andrew, I didn’t finish the last project, and I ain’t fucking finishing this one either!” he slammed the chair down onto the computer monitor, pushing all the breath and rage out of his body as the tough wood came down hard.
 
The monitor shattered under the weight of the chair. The screen smashed, spitting broken glass over the small desk, and the plastic casing cracked.
 
The chair remained intact, Free studied it with a smile, looked at the camera and exclaimed. “They really built these things to last didn’t they? Good piece of craftsmanship. Shame really--” he allowed his voice to trail off, providing a sinister grin for the cameras.
 
He took another swing with the chair, horizontally this time. The legs caught the screen full on, split the casing again and sent it flying off the desk. It landed with a crash on the floor, creating a little dent on the hardwood as it bounced and rolled. He put the chair down, took a few steps back and then ran towards the computer screen, sending his foot through the broken glass and into the wiring beyond.
 
Not a good idea.
 
With a slight limp he pulled his foot out and picked up the chair.
 
“What’s the idea of buying me a cheap old machine like this anyway? Was that another part of your dumb fucking plot? I’m surprised you tossers didn’t sort out some ad placement,” he paused, the chair raised above his head. “Is that why I got the fucking groceries as well? Are those guys sponsoring you? You couldn’t get Coke I take it?”
 
The base unit was next in the firing line. He kicked it onto its side, knocking it off the bottom slate of the desk. He stamped on it before smashing the chair against it. This time one of the weakened legs broke, snapped off at the base. It flew away -- as if caught in a draft -- and landed in the middle of the kitchen.
 
With the innards of the computer exposed, Free continued to stamp away until the cards and the motherboard in the archaic machine were smashed beyond comprehension, then he retrieved the broken chair leg.
 
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, pointing the leg at the cameras. “You’re thinking, ‘why bother? It’s just an old piece of shite, the files have already been sent anyway.’ True, very true,” he nodded, trying to regain some of his breath. “But, I figure, why the fuck not? These people paid to see a mad bastard lose his mind, let’s give the public what they want.”
 
He threw the chair leg at the window closest to the door. The square tip struck the glass, pressing through the blinds, and opened a small crack which split with a crystal crunching sound. The double-glazed glass didn’t break.
 
“Well, what d’you know,” he turned to the chair, picked it up, walked to the window, opened the blinds and then threw the chair at the weakened pane. The glass shattered with a slow and painstaking crack, the legs of the chair broke through and stuck in place; hanging from the spider’s web of shattered glass.
 
“Never like the movies is it?” this time he held the chair in his hands and drove it satisfyingly through the glass which rained down outside of the cabin. He tossed it behind him, stuck his head out of the window, took in a deep lungful of air, breathed out with a sigh and grinned a sadistic grin at the cameras. “Wonderful.”
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Free continued on his rampage, adrenaline and endorphins helped ease the pain as he pushed on with aggression and anger. First he ripped all the blinds down from the windows, some of them pulled away with ease, dragging the hanging pole and the fixings with them, others reluctantly hung on; the material ripping at the seams and leaving the pole intact with a jagged slice of material stuck to it.
 
He flipped the couch over and drove his damaged foot -- cut and bruised from the computer screen -- into the base, breaking through a thin stretch of material before smashing the wooden boards beyond.
 
“This can’t be right can it?” he shouted to the cameras. “Leaving a man to destroy a wonderful cabin like this, you must be thinking I’m out of my fucking mind.”
 
The table was next, it was heavy and took more lifting but that too soon creaked over onto its back before Free stomped down on each of its legs, breaking them after a few crunching, angled steps. “Well, you’d be right.” He hobbled away from the table. “Which is exactly why you need to come and get me. Otherwise this’ll all be on your fucking heads,” he tapped his temple and pointed at the cameras.
 
“I won’t fucking play your games and you don’t want to be responsible for the things I’ll do, believe me.” He moved onto the kitchen, sure there’d be cameras in there as well. The open-plan design allowed for a lot of transparency, only the bedroom and bathroom couldn’t be seen from the main area, but he figured they would have covered all angles.
 
Maybe that was all part of the plan. Did they design this place just for me?
 
He tore through the pantry like a hungry maniac, inspecting many of the tins before throwing them at a smaller window which sat above the sink. It was also double glazed but it didn’t absorb much damage and shattered after the third can rattled it.
 
Maybe I should be honoured.
 
He scooped a number of the cans in his arms, walked closer to the cameras in the main room. “And what’s with all the tomato soup?” he began to pelt the walls with the cans, the heavy aluminium tins dented the wood and sprayed the surrounding area with small chips of expensive timber. The cans themselves remained intact, bouncing onto the floor and rolling around. “I fucking hate soup!”
 
He used the cans to shatter the windows, finding an activity that he enjoyed for the first time since he’d arrived. He took out each one, growing increasingly accurate as he worked through the five main windows; the final one shattered with a single can of beans.
 
“No more food for me,” he said when the entire stock of tinned goods was rolling around on the cabin floor or sitting on a bed of glass outside it. “Maybe you can ask your friend to bring me a fucking sandwich,” he added bitterly. He was tired, his body ached, but he wasn’t finished; something still boiled inside of him and pushed him onwards.
 
He tore through the bedroom and the freezer room but he left the heating unit as it was. It would have been a fantastic thing to destroy, something to really grab their attention, but he had just destroyed all the windows and the nights could be cold. He didn’t want to commit to suicide just yet.
 
The night began to close in on him as he continued his work of destruction. The wind that rushed through the broken windows provided a great relief to his flustered body.
 
The lights in the cabin also remained intact but Free had plans for them as well. He wanted to smash each of them, a lot more fun than destroying the fuse box and something that would put the dented tins to good use. The lack of light would make his life here, however long that may be, harder, but it would also make filming a nightmare. They would have to come and get him then. Realty television audiences were fickle and would watch almost anything, but he was sure they would draw the line at a night-vision shot of a man sitting on the floor all day.
 
Darkness closed in on the cabin with great speed. It seemed to shift from afternoon to night in an instant. The birds had been singing not so long ago but now the world outside was black, there only for the owls and the creeping creatures that waded across its leafy floor.
 
Free noted the sudden change with indifference. Time had dragged over the last couple of weeks, every minute had felt like an hour, every hour a day, but, caught up in the rigorous activity of angry destruction, time had flown by. He was on a rush, a madness trip, but he was enjoying it and he hadn’t finished.
 
The bathroom was his final stop. The room had been immaculately clean when he’d first arrived, bleached to the bone it had shone with a whiteness and cleanliness that would scare away even the most resilient of pests. The shower curtain had been ironed, pressed and neatly hung, the fixtures were brand new.
 
He rubbed his hands together with glee, tore at the fixtures and pulled apart the curtain, throwing the resulting bits and bobs out into the hallway. Then, closing the door, he smiled towards the main room. “I’ll be with you in just a moment.”
 
Would they be sick enough to put cameras in the bathroom? Wouldn’t that break some rule, even if they didn’t care about my privacy they still wouldn’t be able to air it; who would want to see me taking a piss?
 
The chain flushed and he emerged from the bathroom, smiling. “I thought about pissing all over your beautiful floor, but--” he began but stopped abruptly. The door to the cabin was open and there was someone standing in the doorway. They blended into the darkness, only the moonlight and the light from the other side graced their form and none of it was enough to expose them. The shape was different to the one he had seen before, yet it bore the same bleakness.
 
He paused, awestruck, terrified. He stared at the mysterious figure, at the human form dressed in black and at its invisible eyes which he knew were directed at him.
 
“You,” he said. “So you finally came. They sent you, did they?”
 
The figure didn’t reply and Free couldn’t see any movement. Its head, or what he assumed to be its head in the dull greyed light, didn’t move an inch.
 
“How much are they paying you?” Free wondered as he took a step forward, his eyes on the light switches at the end of the hall a few feet away -- one of which operated the light above where the figure was standing. “Or are you involved with them?”
 
Still the intruder didn’t answer, just stood, as if in wait.
 
“You’re not going to speak?” Free edged closer to the light switch, two steps away. “Is this just another one of their games?” he asked. He felt no fear in its presence anymore, he wanted answers, he wanted justice; the last thing he wanted to do was run and hide.
 
He sensed movement but not in the right direction. It seemed to take a slight step backwards, moving away from him and back into the night; a playful hop away from the cabin.
 
“Who are you?” The light-switch was just ahead of him, he could see it out of the corner of his eye. “Are you going to answer me or do I have to find out for myself?” He snapped his hand against the wall but hit the wrong switch. The second hallway light, near the bedroom, exploded into life.
 
The intruder turned, moving deeper into the night and back into the black.
 
Free looked at the switch and punched the correct one. The cabin lit up, the doorway alive with an orange glow, but the visitor in black was already running. The light picked up their silhouette as they sped away from the cabin.
 
“Fuck this.” With his eyes on what he could still see of the stranger, Free bolted away in hot pursuit.
 
The eerie night was lit by a full moon. Free could see the shadows of the forest as he jumped from the porch and felt the gravel crunch beneath his feet. The figure hopped over the gravel ahead of him, crossing the stone path before sprinting into the forest.
 
Free focused on them and tracked them into the woods. The sun had recently fallen and its orange warmth had left an oozing glow in the air, which, caught in the fresh moonlight, lit up the path between him and the ghostly figure.
 
Nowhere to run. I’m going to catch you this time, I’m going to end to this.
 
He kept his eyes dead ahead, on his target. He anticipated a fallen log in his periphery, launched over it effortlessly. His knees, ankles and feet shuddered as he landed, sending sickly vibrations up his legs.
 
A spotlight of moonlight cut a path through the forest, bouncing against the dense trees and spreading the forest floor with grey light which allowed Free to see the man or woman he was chasing. The unknown runner cut through the forest like a fine breeze, brushing past trees and bushes as if they weren’t there. Free couldn’t move with such grace, it felt like the forest was attacking him. Twigs snapped at him, leaves whipped him, the cluttered floor tried to trip him and a number of nettles stung him.
 
He felt an urgency he had never felt before. He pushed on, keeping pace with the midnight glider. He wanted to hold a human being -- something real -- responsible for this. He physically wanted to grab them and to shout at them, to ask, or demand, answers to all the questions that were spinning through his head.
 
Who set this up? How many are watching? Why me? Was this the plan from the start?
 
He had grown weary of talking to the walls and the cameras beyond. If anyone was listening they couldn’t or wouldn’t reply, but clearly they had been keeping a close eye on him, they had watched him destroy the cabin and now they had sent someone to keep an eye on him, or to--
 
He slowed down. His brow arched into a frown as he watched the intruder continue to cut through the woods.
 
Why were they running?
 
He stopped completely. He was out of breath and beginning to feel all the pains that he had previously ignored.
 
If they had been sent to speak to me or to stop me, why would they run?
 
He was torn. Unsure what to do as he watched the black figure drift out of view. He realised that this may be his only chance to catch someone associated with whatever was going on in the cabin. If they got away he may never see them again, he may never see another human being again.
 
I have to chase them.
 
He jumped from his starting position like a sprinter out of the traps, but this time he felt it hard to ignore the pain, or to keep his mind quiet.
 
It doesn’t make sense. What’ll happen if I get them, what’ll happen if I don’t?
 
The thoughts tumbled in his head and distracted him just enough for him to miss a thick, low hanging branch. The wood struck the tip of his foot on his leading leg just as his trailing leg followed. He had no control and could only twist his face into a picture of dreadful anticipation as his body was flung forward.
 
The air was sucked out of him as he landed -- chest first -- but he ignored that pain to concentrate on his ankle. He quickly drew it close to his body, it throbbed aggressively and was painful to the touch.
 
He rasped a series of breathless curses, clutched the ankle tightly with both his hands in an attempt to press the pain away. He peered up into the forest, hopeful, desperate. The figure was gone.
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He held a sweaty palm to his forehead before running it through his hair. He looked around; nothing but trees and blackness. He’d managed to claw his way back to his feet, using the tree that had injured him to support his ascent. He tested the ankle on the floor, attempting to walk on it.
 
Maybe I can still catch them, it’s not broken, it’s probably just sprained.
 
The ankle became floppy, almost rubbery when he applied any pressure to it. He let out a grunt of pain, mumbled a few curses under his breath and then rested against the tree, using it for support as he massaged the wounded ankle, waiting for the tendons to regain some strength.
 
They’ve gone.
 
He pulled down his sock and rubbed the sore spot, happy to see that there was no sign of a breakage or severe swelling.
 
Maybe this is for the best. It didn’t feel right. Why would they send someone just to run away from me?
 
In time, less than it needed, he tested the ankle. This time it could support some of his weight without it turning to rubber. Smiling, happy that it wasn’t anything serious, he walked in a tight circle, testing the weight distribution with each painful step.
 
He left the comfort of the tree and set off through the forest on his unsteady ankle, unsure and uncaring about his direction. There was too much on his mind.
 
He ducked as he cut through a line of trees, the top of his head skimmed the low hanging branches as his arms waded through the bushes below; swimming through the foliage.
 
If they were here to talk, then what changed their mind?
 
The trees were sparse. Gravel had been mixed in with the mud floor. Free eyed it without a second thought as he carefully walked across it, watching his feet press into the mud.
 
I didn’t threaten them personally. I asked for answers.
 
He came to another line of bushes. This wasn’t the way back to the cabin, but he wasn’t even sure if that was where he wanted to go.
 
What if it was a setup? They bring in someone to lure me away and whilst I’m gone they set up an ambush, or hide their cameras and equipment and pretend like this never happened.
 
He found himself in a clearing. He looked up to see the long gravel track some way ahead of him. To his left lay the road which led to the cabin, it was visible, but only just. The cabin was somewhere to his right, around a corner and obscured by a number of trees.
 
He hadn’t run very far, had barely traversed three quarters of the length of the gravel track before the fall had halted him. He thought about heading for the road, but he knew he was in the middle of nowhere, even if he wanted to get away there was nothing but forests and country roads. He could barely survive on his own in a luxury townhouse, if left to the elements he would be dead in days.
 
He dug his hands in his pockets, looked solemnly at the ground, unsure about his next move. As his tired eyes checked the dirty gravel that had been kicked up onto the mud, he was alerted to a familiar noise. An off-key, jovial, and somewhat annoying whistle.
 
“Barney,” he muttered under his breath. He lifted up his head in time to see the broad shoulders of the delivery-man heading away from the cabin, his boots massacring the gravel as he chomped towards the road.
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Barney whistled merrily as he crunched across the gravel pathway at a brisk pace. The big man was wearing the same clothes he’d worn when Free met him, a stereotypical get-up of hard wearing jeans, a tough striped shirt and huge boots. He just needed the suspenders to make the lumberjack outfit complete.
 
“Barney!” Free stood and shouted, waving.
 
Barney didn’t falter. He hadn’t heard.
 
Free cupped his hands around his mouth. “Barney,” he screamed.
 
Barney still didn’t respond. The shout had been strong enough to fill the deathly silent air and could have been heard for a mile in each direction, but the big American less than a hundred yards away hadn’t heard it.
 
He tumbled on with his big hands stuffed into the pockets of his hard wearing denims. He was heading for the road at the end of the driveway. Through a line of trees on the other side of the garden, past a short perimeter fence, Free could see his parked truck.
 
“Barney! Hey!” he continued to shout, straining his throat to make himself heard. “Barney!” he called and called but the big man wasn’t heeding any of his breathless shouts.
 
Free waved his arms, shouted again. The big American was only fifty yards away, he should have been able to catch a glimpse of the movement in the periphery of his vision; but if he did see anything he didn’t make a point of looking across.
 
“Shit,” Free rasped. He walked forward, desperately dragging his foot along as he traipsed across the edge of the driveway.
 
The bounding lumberjack moved too quickly for Free to catch him and soon he had disappeared from view. Free, wincing with every step, forced the weight onto his weakened ankle and began to hobble like an injured marathon runner in the final stretch. He avoided the gravel and kept straight along the muddy path, his eyes pried open and aimed at the opposing side, the truck now coming into view.
 
He heard the door of the heavy vehicle slam shut. Sweating with pain and exertion, he reached the perimeter fence, turned onto the gravel, stepped off the driveway and hobbled onto the edge of the road. Then he stopped, the truck a mere twenty metres away.
 
He bent double with his hands on his knees, sure he would be spotted on the road, he couldn’t miss him. He tried to catch his breath; staring at the ground and rasping heavily. He heard a click from the van and soon noticed that he was bathing in the glow of its headlights.
 
He held up his right arm towards the vehicle.
 
He’s seen me. He’s coming.
 
A noise from the truck alerted him. The engine turned on, the diesel pumping machine spewed its breath into the wilderness.
 
He slowly lifted himself up, his hands on his hips, his breaths coming in gasps. He could see Barney behind the wheel of the truck, he was fiddling with something on the dashboard.
 
Turn around Barney.
 
The engine revved as Barney worked his foot on the accelerator without looking out of the windscreen.
 
Look up.
 
The pickup clicked into gear and soon the wheels were rolling, gently at first as Barney’s idle hands continued to fight with an unresponsive dial.
 
Look up.
 
He picked up speed, the steering wheel -- loose in his left hand -- wobbled and the truck swayed away from the curb.
 
Shit.
 
Barney put his foot down hard on the accelerator and looked up. Free saw straight into his ragged face, a face which was extremely content and had just burst into song, singing along to a radio which was audible in the open air. Free also smiled, waited for acknowledgement and for some explanation, some sense, some comfort, some companionship.
 
Barney looked straight through him, glancing beyond him as he stood rooted in the middle of the road. He was only ten metres away, staring straight through Free as his foot pressed down harder.
 
Free waved his arms, but he hadn’t been seen and he wasn’t going to be seen. The truck was heading straight for him, something he hadn’t banked on when he had stopped in front of it. He looked around for an escape as everything seemed to move in slow motion, his mind working overtime. Part of him still hoped he would be seen and the van would stop, something else suggested otherwise. His limbs had all but given up.
 
He struggled against the internal restraint, took a step to the side and tried to jump out of the way. His tired and injured body barely propelled him an inch, he merely fell onto the concrete. He pulled his trailing legs away just as the truck raced on by. The sounds of a middle aged man singing along to country music and mimicking the voice of the performing female artist mingled with, and then faded into, the night.
 
He groaned, cursed, watched the van turn a corner, the beams from the headlights exiting the long stretch of road.
 
He rolled over to where the pickup truck had been parked. There he saw the figure that he had been chasing earlier, the dark shaded silhouette was now reduced to a crumpled heap, lying in an injured position on the road, struck and run over by the heavy truck.
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Free stood up straight and groaned heavily, the simple task agonising to his pain plagued body. He moaned and winced for every step that he took along the empty road. The fall hadn’t helped his ankle either, pulled quickly out of the way to avoid being run over, it had awkwardly bumped against the road in the process.
 
He moved with a purpose, his eyes set on the still figure on the ground ahead. Fear still played around inside his mind, but he could no longer run, if it was a trap he couldn’t run away. He didn’t have the energy or the motivation.
 
Barney was the only person he knew in the area. He had probably been duped into this, hadn’t been told the whole story and had been given the job of a lackey. Free thought he was a good man and he had sure he would help him, yet he’d just completely ignored him and then tried to run him over.
 
He was within yards of the fallen figure. The body was flat and twisted, the knees lifted and rolled to the side, the torso and head aimed at the tarmac. It seemed like they were covered from head to toe in a cloak of pure black, it had seemed like that since the chase through the woods, but as he grew closer he saw a head of hair; long and luscious. The injured intruder was a woman.
 
He quickened his strides at the thought of saving a damsel in distress and when he reached her he noticed the rest of her clothes. Not black at all, but red and immaculate. She didn’t look like she had walked along the road, let alone ran through a muddy forest.
 
He leant over and touched her exposed arm, her tender flesh. He received no response and the flesh felt cold. He gripped her tightly and, holding her torso gently, began to roll her over.
 
Only when he put his hand around her thin waist, over her long dress, did he recognise the attire. His heart stopped, his hands quickly pulled away, but the body continued to roll over.
 
Jesse Burns faced him, her beautiful features just as scarred and torn as the day she died.
 
He quickly jerked upright. “Jesse,” he spoke softly, the words barely escaping his lips.
 
She didn’t reply and he couldn’t bear to look at her. He had never felt sorrow or empathy when she’d died but now, looking at her once beautiful face, everything hit him at once.
 
“I’m so sorry,” he told her. “I’m so so sorry.” He slowly dropped to his knees and then carefully buried his head in her stomach. “I didn’t mean to. I shouldn’t have done it. I’m so sorry,” he repeated.
 
He lifted his head after a few minutes. “What is this?” he asked her, hoping for a response. “Why are you haunting me?”
 
He left her, allowed her to roll back onto her front. “I’m losing my mind.” He stared at her. “There are no cameras. There is no television show.”
 
But what about Barney?
 
He gripped his head, squeezing his fingers and thumbs into his temple. The thoughts and questions were too much to bear. “Is this me?” he asked through gritted teeth. “Is this hell? Am I a ghost?” he paused, opened his eyes and looked around for an answer. “What am I fucking saying,” he muttered, disgusted.
 
“This is madness. Jesse, I’m sorry,” he spoke to the torn body. “I--I...” he paused, shook his head violently to escape the thoughts. “I can’t do this!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.
 
He moved as fast as his injured body would carry him. He didn’t try to ignore the pain, he relished in it, it helped him turn his mind to other things. To sensible things. To sane things.
 
This is the withdrawal.
 
He tumbled a couple of times as he ran across the gravel driveway, his whole world was spinning and throwing him off balance, but after each fall, each bloody cut and graze, he got straight back to his feet and pushed on.
 
Hallucinations. Paranoia.
 
He burst back into the cabin and slammed the door behind him. He gazed at his hands, shards of gravel had stuck into them and penetrated the skin. He picked them out with trembling fingers, making hard work of it.
 
Withdrawal and nothing else.
 
He left the discarded gravel on the floor and headed for the bathroom.
 
No valium, no opiates, nothing. I went cold turkey from everything. This is to be expected. I just need to calm down, relax, don’t let my mind play tricks with me.
 
At the bathroom sink he washed his hands, draining away the mud and the small pricks of blood which had popped to the surface of his skin. He scrubbed this hands clean with a hard bar of soap, content to see everything wash away.
 
No more paranoia. No more visions.
 
He looked at the spiral of dirty water as the final drops were sucked into the plughole.
 
It’s all gone. No more. If I don’t think about it, I won’t see it.
 
He looked up. A fake smile was forming on his face but that was wiped away when he saw the torn face of Jesse Burns staring back at him.
 
“No,” he shook his head, refusing to accept it.
 
“Don’t forget about me,” she spoke like she had done before. Her words clear, perfect.
 
“You’re dead,” Free breathed, stumbling backwards in shock and revulsion.
 
“You killed me,” Jesse said unfalteringly.
 
“I--I...” Free spoke softly this time, shaking his head back and forth. “I don’t think--”
 
“You killed me.”
 
He moved a few steps forward, rested against the sink, planting his arms on the base and pushing his face closer to the mirror. He couldn’t see the reflection of his own face, strewn with dirt and littered with tears and distress, but the image of Jesse was clear.
 
“I didn’t mean to.”
 
She didn’t reply, she met his gaze. He lifted his hand to the mirror, stroking her face, her injured and broken face. “You were so beautiful,” he said softly, the tears falling. “So sweet, you had so much potential.”
 
He closed his eyes, his hand still on the mirror. “I remember,” he said to her. “I blocked that day out for so long because I blamed myself, I hid it. It haunted me. You’re haunting me,” he opened his eyes to look at her, she didn’t respond.
 
He walked to the other side of the bathroom, sat down on the toilet seat. He could still see her but he chose to close his eyes.
 
“I tried to forget,” he said softly. “I felt so much guilt, so much hurt.” He flashed her a smile, it wasn’t returned.
 
“I remember leaving the house that night,” he smiled as he began to recollect. “It was raining, heavily. You loved it. You danced in the rain and you looked like an angel; spinning and twirling.” He moved his hands as he spoke, gesturing her movements as he remembered them. “You grabbed my hand, led me around the back of the house. An adventure you said. God you were wasted. There was something so magical in everything you did, something so alive--” he paused, opened his eyes to glance at the mirror apologetically.
 
“You led me to the garage,” he continued. “We took shelter from the rain, we kissed.” He smiled and laughed softly.  “And a little more. We did it on top of a rusted workbench covered in sawdust and grime, but that seemed to turn you on more than the sex, that and the screaming. You screamed so loud, doing it just to see if anyone could hear you, if anyone could catch you, catch us.” He wiped the tears from his face with the back of his hand.
 
“We smoked a little more. We spoke a little more.” He opened his eyes and looked at the torn reflection. “I always knew that I would never see you after that night, we both did, and as amazing as you were, I never wanted to. I wanted that moment to remain, to be perfect and fleeting.” He paused.
 
“And you were fucking crazy,” he said with a cheerful laugh, breaking his own brief silence. “You’d have driven me nuts within weeks.” The smile on his face slowly crept away as the rest of the memory returned. “Then you found the quad-bike. Covered in a sheet. It gleamed and practically screamed at you. You were like a kid a Christmas. You jumped on it straight away, you told me that you wished you could ride it, that you’d always wanted to ride one. I--”
 
He stared at his feet, minutes drifted by before he spoke again. “I wanted to make you happy. I knew how much you’d had to drink and smoke. I had the same myself but I was tolerant. That was my life, I was more aware, more awake. I--” Free raised his hand, staring at it as it trembled madly. “I found the switch for the garage door. I found the keys for the bike. I gave you a kiss and a wink,” he stopped again. “Then you were gone.”
 
“It wasn’t my fault,” he said after a while, coming to a conclusion he’d never previously arrived at. “I was doing what I thought you wanted. I didn’t start the bike, I didn’t know that you were going to try to hit top speed and do laps around the house. I thought you were just going to do a few circles, just a little ride out of the garage. I even stayed close so I could run after you, but you were gone so quick -- screaming into the night and not even looking where you were going. You were out of your mind.” He couldn’t bring himself to look at the mirror. “I watched your body spin around side like a rag-doll. I ran to you, but you were already dead. I felt so bad, I just shut down.”
 
He lifted his head, looked at the reflection. It had changed. Jesse’s beautiful face had returned, the injuries had gone.
 
“I didn’t kill you,” he said. “They told me that afterwards, they absolved me of all blame, but I never believed them. Like everything else in my life, I bottled it up, hid it under a pile of drugs and indifference.” He stood up and flashed a smile of relief and realisation at her beautiful reflection. “It wasn’t my fault.”
 
She faded, disappeared from the mirror within seconds, but she had returned to Free’s mind. The perfect face was now a proud memory. He slumped against the bathroom wall, buried his head in his knees and grinned as he recounted the event over and over, for the first time since it’d happened, he could recollect.
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That night Oliver Free slept like he had never done before. He didn’t wake in the middle of the night, he didn’t dream. He felt alive, invigorated. He felt human again.
 
He had practically crawled to the bedroom from the bathroom, leaving the door to the cabin open -- the wind could get in through the broken windows anyway. He curled up under the blankets, a wide grin on his face, and drifted into the abyss.
 
The niggles of withdrawal still attacked him, attaching themselves to his body and to his mind, but he brushed them aside with determination and delight. When he walked to the kitchen in the morning he felt like he was floating on air.
 
He made his morning cup of tea, walked over to the front door and paused. A rabbit had wandered onto the porch and was standing next to the door. It heard a noise, became alarmed; its ears pricked up, alert for any movement.
 
Free didn’t move but he took great joy in watching the little creature. The kettle clicked as it finished boiling -- that was enough to scare the rabbit away. He watched it skim across the gravel and dive into the woods, then he saw what had attracted its interest. There was another blue create by the side of the door, stacked on top of the two which Barney had seemingly forgotten to take away.
 
A number of vegetables and fruits stood out from the rest of the produce. The rabbit had made light work of an iceberg lettuce and had also nibbled the tops from four organic carrots. That morning it had lived like a king.
 
He smiled and took the vegetables outside. He could feel the eyes of a dozen critters watching him through the woods; the rabbit had boasted to his friends and now they all wanted a piece. He plonked the fresh vegetables into one of the other empty crates, took it outside and left it in the open before heading back inside the cabin.
 
There was no bread or milk in this box but there was another box of medication along with a note. Free took the envelope, addressed to him, and opened it up. Inside there was a handwritten letter.
 
 
To Oliver,
 
I’m sorry about the last batch. There was a mistake and we sent out the wrong amount. You probably already knew that, we didn’t, sorry. The pills were mixed up with the next dosage, Barney discovered them when he ran a few checks. It wasn’t his fault but he did insist on sending you an apology. He said he would send you some more fresh groceries, something different from the tinned goods in the cabin. Whatever he sent you, I hope you enjoy it.
 
There is now enough valium to last you for another three days, at which point we will bring the rest and we can continue. You should have had enough to continue the stated dose for the previous two days, so I hope you stuck to the plan. If not, please try to get back on track.
 
We haven’t heard from you in a while. We’re awaiting more entries. I know this may have upset you and derailed you, but we need to continue and we need more. Please, get back in touch.
 
We’ve been keeping the readers on edge with suggestions that you must be going through hell not to write anything, we’ve tried to keep their suspense up as long as possible, but they’re getting annoyed. We agreed on once a day at least, give them what they want Oliver, write to them.
 
I hope you’re doing well. It’s been over two weeks now. The worst should be over but there is still a way to go yet and the interest in your entries is only increasing.
All the best,
 
Andrew
 
Free checked the box of medication. There was indeed enough for a few more days. He grabbed the pills and held them in his palm which was becoming increasingly sweaty by the second.
 
He had already decided that he didn’t need them, cold turkey was hard but he wanted to push through it. Despite that the temptation to swallow what he held in his hand was too strong.
 
You bastard Andrew. I liked you better when I thought you were fucking with me.
 
He tossed his head back, closed his hand into a fist. He could feel the tablets crushing against his skin.
 
Three more days. Which means I’ve been clean for three days. How long was I out? Jesus.
 
The pills pressed hard against his skin as he tightened his fist until his knuckles turned white.
 
One dose. One big hit. It can’t do me any harm, can it?
 
He grabbed the cup of tea and opened his palm. The pills beckoned to him.
 
One more day of bliss and then I’ll start the cold turkey. I’ll just ignore the rest of the shipments, forget about the rest of the pills.
 
His hand was at his mouth.
 
This is stupid. Three days of sobriety, and for what? What will that time mean if I take these now? Nothing. It’ll all be in vain.
 
He held onto that thought but quickly dismissed it, tossing the pills into his mouth. He lifted the lukewarm tea to his lips and then paused.
 
I can’t do this. This morning I felt alive. I felt good.
 
He walked to the door and spat the tablets out. The smudged, moist pills rattled against the wooden deck and bounced around until they each found a crack in the wood to dive beneath.
 
All but one fell to the unreachable foundations. The remaining pill escaped the cracks and spun to a stop on solid wood. Free glanced at it with indifference and then looked up.
 
Two rabbits were now enjoying the green goodies he’d left for them. They both paused and stared at him, looking in the direction of the noise, not willing to leave their treats behind so hastily.
 
Free smiled at them. He felt happy to see them, joyed by the visions of the cute animals tucking into something which they might never encounter again. They looked so happy as they crunched through the food together. He watched them and they looked towards him until, sure there was no threat, they continued to eat. Moments later he saw four more rabbits, smaller ones, heading for the box; their tiny hind legs hopping over the gravel. One of the bigger rabbits paused to watch the youngsters before moving aside to let them through.
 
When the young couldn’t reach inside the box, reaching up on their hind legs and stretching as high as they could, the older rabbits began to lift the food out, gripping it tightly in their teeth, jerking their heads sideways and dropping it onto the floor. The young ate as if they were tasting the food for the first time, ravishingly ripping through the strands of lettuce.
 
When they finished chomping through all the delights he watched them scupper away as one; a happy family returning to the woods.
 
His beaming face dropped to the floor. There rested the last piece of valium he was ever likely to see for the next few days. The rest were under the foundations of the porch, irretrievable. The yellow tablet glistened with the salvia from his mouth. He pressed the tip of his toe against it and crushed it to a thin powder, then he kicked that powder into the nearest gap.
 
No more.
 
He walked back into the house, grabbed a coat and retreated to the outdoors. It was a beautiful day, he was in a beautiful part of the world and for once he wanted to be a part of it.
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He wandered deep into the forest, deeper than he had gone before, striding merrily until the cabin and the roads were no longer visible. He knew the wooded area had no boundary, it wasn’t a part of the cabin, the cabin was a part of it, but he continued walking without fear of getting lost. It gave him a sense of freedom he hadn’t felt in a long time.
 
After some time admiring the fresh air, the trees, the greenery, the colourful insects and the frightened critters, he sat down on a small fallen tree -- the victim of a strong storm -- and rested his legs.
 
He thought about Julie, about life. He could think now, for so long he didn’t have that luxury. He had blocked so many thoughts, so much of his life, simply because he didn’t want to think about it. The drugs had helped, but it all started before that, when Julie left. He had never truly gotten over her, a temporary lapse in his own state of mind had turned him into a something that she didn’t like, something that he didn’t like.
 
“What are you thinking about?”
 
The voice came from nowhere, it was soft and reassuring. Oliver wasn’t shocked or horrified to hear it and he found himself turning around to greet it.
 
He frowned at the man that stood before him. He was middle-aged with a wizened, bronzed face creased with stress lines and marked with grey stubble. He wore faded jeans and a long grey coat which fell to his ankles. His thinning grey hair was loosely covered by a brown Stetson which he removed when Free continued to stare.
 
“Did I startle you?” the man asked.
 
“No,” Free said, “that’s the problem,” he muttered. A few days ago he had been scared at every noise, jumping at every broken twig or rustling leaf.
 
“May I join you?”
 
“Sure,” Free shrugged.
 
The stranger walked to Free’s side and sat down, resting the hat on his lap. “What are you doing out in these woods?” he asked pleasantly.
 
“Just walking, thinking,” Oliver replied. The man had an intriguing face, a picture of serenity and calm. “What about you?”
 
The stranger merely shrugged. “Maybe I fancied a walk,” he answered cryptically, glancing at the vast and beautiful forest around him.
 
“Maybe?”
 
He winked. “So...” he leant forward, casually pulled a cigarette from his pocket and offered Free one. Free felt almost obliged to take it, he didn’t want to offend, but he declined and watched the cowboy stick the cigarette in his mouth before lighting it inside a cupped hand. “Mind if I ask what you were thinking about?”
 
“Life,” Free said promptly.
 
The cowboy sighed knowingly, a pillow of smoke billowed out of his lips and rose into the clear air. “That’s a tricky one.”
 
“Isn’t it just.”
 
“Is there a woman involved?” he asked, careful to blow the smoke away from Free as he turned towards him.
 
“Kinda.” Free paused, his mind suddenly waking up. “Do you live around here?” he wanted to know.
 
The stranger nodded, puffing on the cigarette and admiring the scenery.
 
Free looked around as if to emphasis what he was about to say, “Where?”
 
“Not too far,” he answered vaguely. The corner of his eye wrinkled with a cheeky smile as he spoke, he turned to catch Free’s gaze and winked at him before turning away again.
 
Something about the elderly man didn’t seem right, but Free felt comfortable around him, his soft voice and his intelligent smile reassured him. He could have been an axe murderer, he could have been eyeing Free up as his next victim, preparing to take him back to his desolate cabin, chop him up and do horrible things to his lifeless limbs; but he felt at ease.
 
They sat in silence for a while, perched on the edge of the log, watching the gentle life of the forest as it ticked by.  A family of small birds flew, jumped and hopped from tree to tree, branch to branch above them, their fluttering wings and sporadic chirping battering the silent air. They were watched by large, predatory bird which sat on top of the tallest tree and watched over the forest with keen eyes. He studied the humans and the small birds and regarded them with distaste as he scanned the forest floor, picking up the sound of an unseen critter which scuttled underneath the leafy undergrowth.
 
Free watched the activity with awe. He even found delight in the movements of a large, spindly spider which was slowly climbing a tree a few metres ahead. Its bulbous body was painted in striking and threatening colours which made it stand out from the dull bark it hobbled over. Spiders made Free squeamish, his skin usually crawled just at the sight of them, but there was something mesmerising in the way this one struggled to climb the tree, tripping and bumping on its ascent, but never giving up. It probably didn’t even know why it wanted to get to the top, what was up there or if it could ever safely get back down, but it was determined to find out and Free found himself admiring that relentless and ultimately pointless struggle.
 
Life was all about struggle and suffering, Free had come to realise that. The moments of happiness were fleeting and plagued with dread at the knowledge that they would soon fade. Drugs had given him a way to obtain a constant stream of happiness, but even that had been fleeting, tolerance and addiction had made sure of that. The purpose and the glory of life was in overcoming the dark days, in conquering the troubles that life threw your way and thus gaining a sense of victory, of accomplishment.
 
The spider had almost made it to the top of the tree but a slight gust of wind knocked it off balance and it tumbled down, rolling over the bark before bouncing off the surface and dangling towards the ground by a strand of silk. Soon it would swing back onto the tree trunk and begin its ascent again.
 
“You look happy,” the stranger said, breaking the silence.
 
“I’m not sure that’s the right word for it,” Free replied softly, “more, content I guess.”
The stranger nodded slowly and let silence engulf them again. After a few minutes he finished his cigarette, stubbed it out on the ground. “Nasty things,” he said distantly as the filter tip dived into a nearby bush. “Don’t you agree?”
 
Free nodded. “There’s far worse though.”
 
“Ah,” the stranger said gleefully. “You mean the demon drink?”
 
“Among other things.”
 
“Everything’s okay in moderation.”
 
“Moderation is a tricky business.”
 
“And excess is a very dirty one.”
 
“It can be so much more,” Free said, looking at the man now, captivated by his smile.
 
“Spoken like a man with experience,” the stranger smiled back.
 
“I’ve had my problems.”
 
“Haven’t we all?” The cowboy plonked his hat back on his head, toyed with it until it sat just right and then repeated himself, “Haven’t we all my friend.” When the hat sat just right he looked Oliver up and down. “But you look like a healthy man. You could use a bit more meat on your bones and some colour on your flesh, but you’re walking, talking and breathing; what else do you need?”
 
“Sanity?”
 
The cowboy laughed softly. “That all depends on your definition my friend,” he paused to ponder. “So, indulge me, if you will. What sort of thoughts would drag a man away from a cosy cabin to the middle of these woods?”
 
“Deep ones,” Free said softly. “It’s complicated.”
 
“Everything is complicated friend--”
 
Free suddenly shot an anxious glance at the stranger. “How did you know I was in a cabin?”
 
“Out here? Where else could you be?” the reply was faultless and without hesitation.
 
Free paused, looked around and then nodded.
 
“And it helps that I’ve been watching you for two weeks,” the cowboy added.
 
Free laughed softly, he waited for the same response but when he turned to face the bronzed man he noticed that his soft features were serious. “You weren’t joking?” he asked, bewildered.
 
“No, Oliver,” the Cowboy said.
 
“How do you know--”
 
“Like I said,” he stood up, stuck his hands in his pockets and glanced around, taking a deep breath of the forest air. “I’ve been watching you. There isn’t much I don’t know. Now--” he took a step forward, moving away from the tree, “why don’t you come with me?”
 
“Why would I do that?”
 
The cowboy had backed away, walking backwards with his arms raised he called, “Why the hell not?”
 
Free thought about this, but not for long. Not sure if it was through curiosity or the lack of fear, he stood up and began to follow the strange but welcoming man deeper into the forest.
 
They walked for several minutes, not saying a word. Free watched every step that the man took, he walked with a curious grace which reminded him of something he couldn’t put his finger on. He seemed to merge with the forest, as if he wasn’t brushing through bushes or broken branches, but they were moving out of the way for him.
 
He walked with his head straight ahead, never once looking up, down, left or right, yet he managed to step over every piece of debris which threatened to trip him; duck under every low hanging branch which waited to strike him and sidestep bristling nettles and ivy which waited for a careless arm to swing their way.
 
Free didn’t enjoy the same dexterity, he stumbled twice, his foot catching in the undergrowth which grew thicker the further they walked; brushed his arm against spines protruding from a small plant and kicked a cluster of nettles, saved by his thick jeans.
 
Despite his scrapes, Free remained positive and interested and eventually the man turned to face him. He smiled his grandfather smile and removed his hat, holding it lightly in his hand. He was standing in front of a wall of foliage, an unnatural collection of greenery which printed a strong barrier onto the forest canvas.
 
“What is this?”
 
“You’ve been here before,” the old man told him. “Don’t you remember?”
 
Free opened his mouth to refute the statement but he soon shut it again. The wall of trees and bushes -- intertwined with dense and padded foliage -- rang a note of remembrance in his mind. “How did you know--”
 
“Let’s just assume I know everything,” the cowboy quickly cut in.
 
“Then what is this place?”
 
“This?” he spun around, the hat in his hand gestured across the long wall. “This is, well...” he shrugged and looked at Free. “This is all for you really. Technically--” he pointed the hat at Free, emphasising the point. “It’s not even here.”
 
“For me? I don’t understand.”
 
“You will,” he reassured, replacing the hat on his head. “Now,” he rubbed his hands together excitedly, “are you ready?”
 
“Ready for what?”
 
The stranger winked, took a step backwards and disappeared into the wall. The greenery didn’t move, didn’t react, yet the man had completely dissolved into it; his smiling features becoming one with the thick greenery.
 
Free remained standing. He expected his body to tell him to run, or to force him to remain, but he was no longer in a state of fear, he was intrigued. He shrugged, mumbled, “Why not,” and walked forward with minor trepidation. His heart was beating a little faster but he still didn’t feel fear. He felt like a different man and he was sure that wasn’t all down to vanquishing his inner demons. The stranger in the cowboy hat played a part, he had done enough to calm his nerves somehow, whether it was his gentle voice or his serene smile, Free didn’t know, he just seemed to ooze a tranquil and almost sedate aura.
 
He paused in front of the thick foliage and reached out his hand. He rubbed his fingers lightly over one of the leaves before quickly pulling back. The hand and fingers remained and hadn’t disappeared like the cowboy had. The leaf felt real, rough and thick, he could even feel the tiny hairs on its surface.
 
Did I imagine this too?
 
“No,” the stranger spoke from beyond the wall and then Free felt something grab his shoulder and yank him inside. He closed his eyes, expecting an assortment of tiny branches to whip at his face. He felt nothing.
 
“Open your eyes,” the stranger spoke again and Free did as instructed.
He wasn’t in the forest anymore. He was where he had been the first time he’d encountered the green wall, where he had been so many times in his recent dreams and indeed, his life. He was standing inside his own office, staring at his own back. Only he could no longer see himself typing erratically on the laptop, his mirror image was now slumped over the lid; his head resting on its surface.
 
“Fucking hell,” Free took a step forward, eager to see more. “This is real?” he asked.
 
“Of course.”
 
He reached out a hand but quickly withdrew it, there was no force stopping him this time, it just didn’t feel right. “Is he--am I, I mean--”.
 
“Let’s just call him he for now.”
 
“Is he sleeping?”
 
The cowboy laughed softly. “You could say that.”
 
“Will he hear us, can he hear us?” He was glad to see the office again, although everything seemed seedier than he’d remembered. He hadn’t been a mobile man and hadn’t written for some time, the office was barely used. But this man, this thing, this image, was seemingly living there. The signs of Free’s life were everywhere; empty food packets, empty bottles of alcohol and pills, bongs and rolling papers -- he had even dragged a mini-fridge to stand on top of the desk.
 
The desk.
 
Free noticed several bottles of oral morphine, a vile concoction which tasted like fermented cough syrup but contained a strong amount of morphine and had been easy to obtain. One of the bottles had fallen over and spilled half of its sticky contents across the desk, the bottle hadn’t been picked up and the mess remained untouched, solidifying on the surface. A small glass of whiskey had suffered the same fate, the alcohol now a mere stain on the hard wood.
 
Free stepped closer to the resting image of himself and bent down. He felt his first twinge of anxiety and fear as he tilted his head and stared at the image of his own face. He half expected the fallen doppelgänger to jump out and grab him or shout ‘boo’ when their faces met, but he soon realised that this
Oliver Free was beyond moving or shouting.
His mouth was open and had dripped a congealed substance which ran down his cheek and pooled on his laptop, staining the surface of the machine and partially corroding the colour of the plastic. His eyes were open, red and glazed over, they didn’t stare back at Free; they looked right through him.
 
The stranger was right. If he was sleeping he was planning on doing it for a long time.
 
“I’m dead,” Free said, slowly backing away.
 
 
26
 
“He is dead. You are not,” the stranger asserted.
 
Free looked at him, his face pale. “I don’t understand.”
 
“Then we have a lot of catching up to do,” the stranger walked out of the room and beckoned for Free to follow.
 
Free waited in his office for a while, staring at the ugly image of his bloated and messy corpse. He couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away yet he had a million questions and needed them answered. He finally retreated into the hallway, quickening his steps and scurrying across the corridor and down the stairs, impatient to find answers.
 
He thought it would feel good to be home, but the house felt grubby and unclean. It had been in this state for a long time and he had become a part of it, grown accustomed to it, but now he despised it. It reminded him of a life he no longer wanted to live, a live he had regretted living. The cabin he’d been staying at may have lacked the amenities of modern life and may have been destroyed by his hand, but right now he wanted to return, to go back to the clean surroundings and avoid the palace of death which had led to his self-destruction and his ultimate demise, or at least the demise of someone who looked a lot like him.
 
He found the man in the cowboy hat downstairs. He was sitting on a chair in the living room, tapping out a gentle rhythm on the arm whilst he waited for Oliver to join him.
 
The curtains in the house had all been closed, the dusty lights in the room turned on. The usual buzz of traffic and hum of daily life that existed just outside the townhouse was no longer audible, it seemed that the whole world had fallen silent in anticipation of Free’s fate.
 
He sat down on the sofa, cringing in distaste as he rested on the dusty and smelly fabric. Nothing in the room had changed, it was still the same dark, despicable hell hole it had been when he had been living in it. At least now he could see that.
 
“Nice place you have here,” the stranger said, expressing his soft laugh. “Very -- how do you saw -- noir?”
 
“Yeah, that’s what I was going for.” He spotted the newspaper with his picture on it. It was still folded up and lying on the coffee table. “What’s going on here?” he begged to know.
 
The cowboy leant forward thoughtfully, “Like you said earlier, its complicated.”
 
Free shot the old man an accusing and hateful glare. He removed his eyes from the stranger, impatiently tapped his feet. He pushed himself to the back of the sofa and tried to collect himself, aggressively rubbing his face with his hands. “Am I a ghost?” he asked through a gap in his fingers.
 
“No.”
 
Good start.
 
“Is this some sort of weird, alternative reality?” he wondered, his hands on his cheeks.
 
The stranger shook his head, “No, this--”
 
“Is the man upstairs really me?”
 
The man in the cowboy hat rested back on the chair.
 
“If I’m not a ghost then why couldn't Barney see me?” Free shifted back to the edge of the sofa and cycled through the questions as his eyes scanned the room and his memories. “And what about Jesse, the images. Was Barney a ghost? Was the cabin real?” he paused, almost breathless. “It had to be real. Or did it... Is this a dream?”
 
The stranger waited.
 
“Well?” Free asked, infuriated that his questions weren’t being answered.
 
“Oh. I can talk now can I?”
 
“Who are you anyway?” Free quickly spat.
 
The stranger slumped and sighed.
 
“Does this have something to do with--”
 
A loud thump stopped Free’s incessant questions. The seemingly unflappable stranger had slapped the arm of the chair. “Should we just let you try to guess or do you actually want me to explain?” he said, annoyed.
 
“I’m sorry,” Free twitched nervously in his seat. “I have a lot of questions.”
 
“And in time they’ll be answered.” He waited, as if expecting the writer to interrupt him, when he didn’t he continued, “The man upstairs is you, or rather, he was you.”
 
“I don’t understand.”
 
He ignored the quick interruption and continued, “You see, you never really went to the cabin. You had no intention of going -- walk away from a life of drug heaven to one of pure hell? You? No. You were above that, so you decided to cheat and bribe your way out.”
 
“How?”
 
“A look at Andrew’s phone when he was in the bathroom, a few phone numbers, a few calls and you had the access codes for the server. I’ll give you credit, you did make it to the airport, but once there you started to think. Everything became too much; you couldn’t bring yourself to do it.”
 
“I don’t--” Free shook his head, baffled.
 
“You came home, searched on the internet for people who had experienced severe withdrawals, compiled a few reports and then created your own. Why live it yourself when you have the talent to fake it, right?”
 
Free couldn’t reply. He wasn’t sure what to say, or where to start.
 
“That’s where I came in,” he continued. “I saw where you were heading, so I changed things.”
 
“You saw where I was heading?” Free was baffled by the smiling cowboy.
 
“Complete isolation and eventual overdose. The mess you just saw upstairs,” he explained, “You, or rather he, became so excited about this little con that the drug usage began to spiral out of control. He never wrote anything beyond Day nine.”
 
“I didn’t write anything beyond day nine either,” Free said softly.
 
The stranger smiled again, a different smile this time. One that was tinted with a devious grin. “You never wrote anything. You were going through withdrawals, through hell, you could barely think. Did you never wonder why it was so easy for you to write when you could barely remember your own name?”
 
Free nodded.
 
“The writing was already done. You were just fulfilling the illusion. The hell that he wrote about, you were forced to live.”
 
“Why?”
 
The stranger shrugged. “Poetic justice perhaps?” he creased his brow and shrugged again, “who knows. You needed to be taught a lesson. You have so much potential, you can give the world so much, you will give the world so much.”
 
Free stood up, his hands grasping his head. He began to walk around the room, doing laps around his own sofa. He eventually stopped and rested. “The images. Jesse, Julie--”
 
“You rejected them for so long. You blamed yourself for a death that you didn’t cause and you refused to accept that your wife even left you. You rejected the memories, I gave you the nudge you needed to remember them.”
 
Free’s head was spiralling further out of control. Back in his home, his drug den, hearing things that were only sane in the worlds of science fiction; he felt like he was back on the drugs. “What about the dreams?”
 
The stranger nodded.
 
“You as well!” Free begged, his voice breaking.
 
The stranger shrugged, “Do you think it’s natural to dream memories in chronological order? Dreams are chaos, wish fulfilment and surreal visions which mean nothing to your conscious mind. I threw you a few curve balls, I let your mind do its thing, but most of the ones you remembered when you awoke, that was my doing,” he said proudly.
 
Free laughed. It seemed like the only sensible thing to do. Nothing felt real, nothing seemed right, he knew it had to be a joke, something like this couldn’t possibly be true, yet he knew it was. He had lived it, he had experienced it, and upstairs, he had seen it.
 
“What about the writing on the floors?” He asked as he began to come to terms with the strange truth.
 
The cowboy paused and his face creased with bemusement, “That was a strange one,” he said finally.
 
“Really?” Free said, pilling on the sarcasm. “Manipulating dreams, watching myself die, reading my mind; all of that is fine but the fucking writing throws you off?” Free shook his head and grinned hysterically. “Why did you write it?” Free asked.
 
“I didn’t,” the stranger replied placidly. “You did.”
 
“So the real me, the me that never left for the cabin, the me that is dead and rotting upstairs, somehow managed to carve words onto the walls of the fucking cabin?”
 
“Not him, you.”
 
Free stood and stared, his puzzled look asking the question that his tired brain couldn’t.
 
“Like I said, you never wrote those entries, they were written for you. They were almost thought for you,” he paused, his eyes pointing upwards, lost in thought. “Think of it like telepathy between two people that don’t exist.”
 
“Are you fucking mad?”
 
“Whatever was written here, made it to you at the cabin, right?”
 
Free nodded.
 
“Well, unfortunately there were a few unforeseen side-effects. A lot was written that didn’t make it to the blog, a lot of notes and deleted excerpts.”
 
Free continued to nod, although he was drifting further from any understanding as his mind grew weary with contemplation.
 
“As it happens they also stayed with you, but you just had a different way of...” the stranger paused as he looked for the right word. “Releasing them.”
 
Free shook his head. “This makes no sense, just fucking tell me who wrote the--”
 
“Look at your hands,” the cowboy interjected.
 
Free did. His hands were covered with bruises a few days old; already turning to a murky brown colour. They also bore fresh blisters and scars from broken ones which he had never seen before. “Did I do this last night?”
 
“You wrote those words on the walls,” he replied. “You hid it from yourself despite the obvious signs. You didn’t even notice the damage to your hands, you overlooked the chipped knife in the drawer and you never saw the mess on the floor.”
 
“There was nothing there, no sawdust, no evidence, I didn’t see--” Free paused, his eyes slowly returning to his hands as he turned them over and over.
 
“Don’t worry, your mind wasn’t your own,” he slouched back in the chair, took out a cigarette and slowly began to smoke, watching the tip curiously as the tobacco burned down. “I checked in on you a few times,” he said after a short while, “had a look at what you were doing. You were completely oblivious afterwards and had no idea during.”
 
Free nodded and slowly absorbed the information. He studied the man for a moment, looking deep into his eyes. “Are you the grim reaper?” he finally asked.
 
After a short laugh of absurdity the cowboy shook his head. “Grim reaper? No, although we do share some similarities. As far as his legend goes anyway, personally I’ve never met the guy.”
 
“I don’t get it,” Free said, feeling frustrated. He felt tired but was too agitated and confused to sit down, instead he continued to pace up and down.
 
“I don’t expect you to get it.”
 
“You can see and control life, you can manipulate my mind.” Free said, watching the cowboy nod in agreement. “So what are you?” he asked.
 
“I am something that you know nothing about.”
 
“What does that even mean?”
 
“It means that you have no name for me, you don’t know I exist. Your lives are based on a set of principles and supreme beings that don’t exist. You’re human, another animal on a big planet, do you seriously think that you could map out a world you haven’t even seen? You know nothing of life and nothing of death.”
 
“And you know everything I presume?”
 
“I know more than you.”
 
“Do you work alone?” Free was quick to question.
 
The cowboy simply shook his head, the expression on his face suggested he wasn’t going to divulge any more information.
 
Free was smiling, he didn’t know why but it seemed right. There wasn’t anything to worry about, there was a lot to take in, but nothing to fear. He walked back around to the front of the sofa and flopped down, taking a much needed rest.
 
They sat in silence for a moment. Free didn’t even try to soak in what had been said, he merely sat with his head resting in his hands, a grin on his face, an emptiness in his mind.
 
“Why a cowboy?” he asked without looking up.
 
“It seemed fitting,” came the reply from what Free could only describe as the creature, the thing. “And I like the hat,” he nodded and then added, “and the cigarettes. Good for our little conversation outside, but in truth I always wanted to try them. Very strange habit indeed. Not one I ever understood, but it’s rather charming and pleasant.”
 
Free laughed again, slowly rising from his hands to meet with the gaze of the creature. “I suppose your true form would burn my eyes and tear my soul to pieces?” Free asked placidly.
 
“You’ve seen my true form, or at least as much as I can show you in this world. You came here before, you walked in on me upstairs.”
 
Free remembered the first time he had met with the green wall and nodded. “What were you doing there?”
 
“Waiting,” he answered calmly, “and watching.”
 
Free nodded, still grinning like a simpleton. He felt tired, exhausted, there was a lot to take in and he wasn’t sure he was prepared to absorb any of it. “What now?” he wondered.
 
The creature moved. He lifted himself from the seat, donned the Stetson again and then walked to Free, holding out his hand. The friendly and trusting aura had returned, as had the grandfather smile.
 
Free stared at the appendage. He tried to imagine what lay beyond the tanned skin.
 
“Come with me.”
 
“Heaven, hell?” Free asked placidly, still staring.
 
The creature smiled. “I didn’t go through all of that for kicks, neither did you. Like I said, the world needs you and eventually it will find a use for you. But not as a repressed drug addict.”
 
Free shrugged his shoulders. “You did that to get me off the drugs?”
 
“Why else?”
 
“And now you’re sending me back?”
 
It nodded. “As a clean and changed man. You’ll replace the deceased soul upstairs. You will be you again, officially that is. You will go back to the cabin, finish your job and then return.”
 
“And all of this?” Free asked, “This conversation?”
 
“Forgotten.”
 
He nodded, somewhat relieved that he would never need to think about it. It was already giving him a headache.
 
“This is your second chance,” he said as Free took his hand. “Don’t fuck it up.”
 
***
 
In the dreary house of Oliver Free, the air thick with must and the smell of death, the body of its owner had given in; collapsed in on itself. A cocktail of morphine, whiskey, valium and barbiturates had created a body that could barely sustain itself. Along with a lack of sleep, a mass of cannabis and hardly any food or non-alcohol related sustenance, its respiratory system had finally surrendered.
 
It had lived a rich hedonistic life of overindulgence and excess and it was prepared to leave an apt corpse; bloated and dripping, until a shape of black -- which seemed to hop with a step that it didn’t expose -- engulfed it.
 
No one had seen the real Oliver Free, the dead and disgraced one, and no one would. Thrust into a world of his own creation, a hell penned by his own hand; Oliver Free had found his life elsewhere.
 
A new life, a second chance.
 
 
 
Day 15
 
I am back.
 
I apologise for the delay. I became something I couldn't control and something I couldn’t understand, in a fit of rage and paranoia I destroyed the cabin and the computer that was supplying me with access to these articles and to you.
 
Luckily, a local -- a kind man who has taken on the job of delivery man -- noticed my plight last night whilst I slept; experiencing the strangest of dreams and hallucinations. He came back this morning and helped me fix up the mess I’d made, he brought a new computer, a new chair and even boarded up the windows. I enjoyed his company and for once in my life I enjoyed being around other people.
 
Things have changed, I’m not sure how or why but they have changed. I had a lot of issues, things in my past that I refused to deal with, and memories of those were all forced upon me. Whether it was because of the withdrawals, loneliness or maybe just because my mind finally doesn’t have to fight through clouds of drugs to think, whatever it was, it was hell to start with but I have pulled through.
 
I have stopped taking the valium. I have gone cold turkey from that as well. I feel good about my decision to do so, and even though I know this is only a few days into what could be months of hell, I am sure I can make it through. I have regained my lust for life and have regained a vigour I thought I’d lost years ago.
 
Things have been a little chaotic here. Last night, after trashing the cabin, I experienced a few troubling visions of an incident in my past but I found a way to accept it, to recollect, to work through the memory until it no longer plagued me.
 
After that things are blank. I guess I passed out because I awoke in bed sometime the next afternoon.
 
I have a lot to tell you. A lot of sickness and withdrawal to catch up on, but for now I need to rest. Despite sleeping for nearly a day, my mind feels weary.
 
Keep checking back. I’ll get back in touch, I’ll keep you updated several times a day now and I’ll continue to fight through these withdrawals so I can get my life back on track.
 
 
Epilogue
 
The scents and sounds of life buzzed around him as he casually looked away from the bubbling activity.
 
To his right a heavily tanned waitress was busying herself taking orders from a few customers who had lined up at the counter. She glanced at each of her customers in turn, flashing them all a fake orange smile to bump up her tips.
 
Behind him two elderly men chatted over cups of tea and shortbread biscuits and rarely looked at each other; their suspicious attentions on the people around them. In front of him, away from his averted eyes, the door to the coffee shop opened and closed -- a bell ringing noisily in the corner of the frame -- as people came and went, choosing to eat or drink on the go.
 
On the street, past the large window where his slouched figure rested on a cosy booth, people raced up and down. It didn’t matter whether it was time for work, time for dinner, time for home or time to relax. The city moved at one pace and that pace was frantic. Everybody rushed and everybody ignored everybody else. Free had always hated it, but now he saw the beauty.
 
He saw the young woman dressed in her formal suit, clumsily cradling a suitcase and trying to juggle a sandwich, a mobile phone and a cup of coffee as she rushed to work. He saw the proud gentleman, neatly dressed, his head held high, walking with confidence to his first day of work in the big city. He saw the old people, not really having anywhere to go, blending into the crowd just to feel like they still belonged, before finding a bench to sit on and stare at the busy streets. There was a world of stories out the window, a world he’d previously ignored.
 
“Dreaming about a hurricane coming to suck them all away?”
 
He turned from his daydreaming to the source of the voice. He grinned at the sound of it, a childish grin that he couldn’t hide even if he wanted to.
 
“What?” she asked, noticing the smile as she slid in the seat opposite Oliver.
 
“Nothing,” Free said softly, still smiling.
 
She flashed him a curious look and then passed him a cup of tea. “They didn’t have sugar, it’s got Sucralose in it, next best thing,” she said.
 
“No, it’s not. The next best thing would be honey, not this shit. This is the nest best thing to chewing on paracetamol or licking a Portaloo seat dry.” He sniffed at the tea and dismissed it, pushing it away. “No sugar in a cafe, what next?”
 
Across from him Julie also smiled, looking deep into his eyes. “It’s so good to have you back,” she said. She reached across the table, grabbed his hand and held it tightly in hers. “I missed you.” Her voice was nearly breaking, she corrected herself and added, “and I missed your weird little rants.”
 
“I miss you too,” he said, “and I’m sorry for ever letting you go, it’s a good thing I went to the cabin, otherwise I don’t know where I’d--”
 
“Don’t,” she squeezed his hand, “you don’t need to be, forget about that. You’ve changed now and we’re together again, that’s what matters.”
 
She removed her hand and opened up a small packet of shortbread. Free watched her break off a piece and offer it to him. He took it gladly and then inspected the top.
 
“They can afford sugar for the shortbread I see,” he joked.
 
Julie shrugged and drank her coffee whilst Free crumbled the biscuit into his tea. She cringed as she watched him, twisting her face in disgust.
 
“I need tea,” he said, noticing her. “I have a long day ahead of me and I don’t want to be stuck drinking that shite in the publishers office. Acrid and horrible stuff.”
 
“And that’s better?” she asked as he mixed the soggy biscuit into the liquid.
 
He shrugged his shoulders, took a sip and then replied, “God no.” He put the cup down again and checked his watch. “Five minutes,” he said, “I’ll have to make do.”
 
“Amazing,” Julie said, “making do without a hit of sugar and caffeine, and to think you came from that,” she nodded outside the window, over Free’s shoulder.
 
He turned and saw the billboard. They had been placed all over the city, part of a colossal advertising campaign; from adverts in the back of magazines, to television appearances. The billboards were what impressed Free the most. They depicted large portrait of him standing alone in the wilderness, a solemn but stern look in his eye, with the accompanying words “Finding Free -- The Movie”.  Tucked away at the bottom, were words which always made Free smile: “adapted from the popular blog and bestselling novel.”
 
“I always wanted to have my face ten foot tall and looming over traffic,” he said jokingly, turning back towards Julie. “I guess I finally got what I wanted, didn’t I?”
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