1
A Brief Introduction to Stewart Evans

I’ve always been old for my age. My high school nickname was ‘Granddad Travis’ because of the aforementioned. Also because as an adolescent, I apparently bore resemblance to Fran Healy the lead singer of then-popular indie band ‘Travis’. I would resolutely point out to my peers that this served to be a bad nickname, as ‘Granddad Travis’ had more syllables than my actual Christian name and therefore took more time and effort to say. This only seemed to prove some sort of point as far as they were concerned and spurred them on. Not that it bothered me too much nor was there any malice intended. Simply, I was mildly irritated by it.
                   When everyone turned seventeen and fake ID was discovered, my friends and I embarked on an exciting new life-direction. Alcohol, girls and partying became the norm for a short while and everyone – dripping in their own self-made image of cool – was experimenting; sexually, chemically and otherwise. My ‘Granddad Travis’ alter ego would become incredibly bored of this after merely a couple of weeks. Like a million generations before us and a million to come, we thought we were the pioneers of rebellion. Trying drugs, staying up all night. Meeting girls and fighting with boys, all the while believing we were cutting edge and that nobody had done it before. The realization; that we lacked originality, put the whole thing into the cold light of day and it all became tiresome to me. I started going out less, opting instead to stay in and read the studies of Sigmund Freud and the philosophical works of Plato and Descartes. I alienated a lot of friends doing this, and my social circle shrank considerably. 
                   A couple of months before my eighteenth birthday an opportunity to move to and work in Southern France presented itself. I was a commis chef at a good hotel at the time and my mother (who’d moved to France a few months prior), had managed to get me a job offer at an English run hotel near to Cognac. I didn’t see any reason not to go. So I split up with my girlfriend, had a ‘goodbye party’ and boarded the next available plane. In the year that I lived abroad, I made no effort to keep in touch with anyone in England and what was left of that social circle was gone forever. 
The twelve-month period during which I called La Charente region in South West France home; I learned more about life, people, culture and food than all of my previous years put together. A year of my highest highs and lowest lows, I became fluent in a foreign language, learned to cook true cuisine and drank more of the finest cognac than I envisaged most royalty have had chance to.  I also learned about loneliness in a form more pure than ever previously experienced and missed (even that which I used to hate about) England with a strong and fervent passion. 
                 I returned to our green and pleasant land after hitting (what I later learned to be very common for people living abroad) the one-year wall. The best chef job I could get, in a small café/restaurant in the town center. Lasted two days. I ended things by walking out after a ready-meal lasagna was returned by a particularly idiotic customer. I felt the step down from fois gras to microwave lasagna was too steep and that yet another change in direction was needed. 
                 I ended up in a rubbish “stepping stone” job. Living in a small flat above a kebab shop, with no remaining friends – except for one old school friend who was so regularly off his face on class A drugs, that he hadn’t noticed I’d been gone for a year.

That brings us to the start of this story. The story of a journey embarked upon by an elderly gentleman in a young man’s body. A tale about love, faith and personal transformation. But, perhaps most of all, about secrecy. Secrecy, which breeds lies and must be carried around like venom in the bloodstream. 

I have learned that everyone is hiding something, from someone, from himself or herself. Sometimes big, sometimes small. Everyone has secrets. Over the following pages you will learn mine and I have more of the deepest, darkest than a man’s fair share. 

It’s a Sunday afternoon and I’m now eighteen years old. There’s a cold wind and small bursts of refreshing rain are occasionally thrown sideways across my face. Since returning from France I haven’t been able to find a job I want or like but need to pay rent and find myself working for a chain of convenience stores. 
I’d been transferred for the day to a neighboring town because they were short staffed and having finished my shift I’m now waiting outside for a lift home from that store’s manager; Paul. 
Though I didn’t know him well, I hated Paul. He looked like the living caricature of a pig and acted accordingly. A short hunched man in his mid-twenties, he lacked morals and social skills. This meant any conversation with him inevitably ended in a graphic verbal rendition of his sexual endeavors. I suspected they were all lies and that he lived with his mum and watched a lot of porn but never felt the need to challenge anything he said. Instead I’d just stare quietly into the distance and wonder why his monotonous life and terrible job didn’t seem to bother him. 
“You could’ve waited inside, save getting wet.” It was Paul’s voice, nasal with an audible wheeze at the end of every sentence. “I don’t mind the rain” I replied with a polite smile as I began to follow him to his car. “You don’t mind getting wet… That’s what she said” Paul’s piggy face sneered at me, he looked proud of his vulgar, basic humor. 
We’d been driving for less than a minute when Paul tells me we need to take a detour to pick up a girl he’s met. He describes her as a “dirty little bitch”. His top lip curling up as he does, I read a mixture of hatred and sexual excitement from him and it makes me feel extremely uncomfortable. I stare at the raindrops on the passenger window and focus on them. Each one more precious and important than the vile nonsense now spewing from the piggy king’s mouth. 
My attention is dragged back when Paul slaps me on the arm. I realize I haven’t been listening for a few minutes and react with: “sorry, what did you say?” He looks annoyed at my obvious disinterest but continues anyway. “I said; Sarah has a friend that’s coming out too, if you wanted to come have a drink with us?” Nothing could be worse I think to myself but opt to reply in the more polite manner of: “No thanks, I’ve got plans later”. True to from he presses again, asking if I have a girlfriend and then telling me “We’ll go back to my flat, I’ve got some vodka it’ll be an easy lay”. The sentence makes me flinch and I politely decline for a third time. 
Who is this guy, I think to myself. I barely know him and he acts like this. Looks like he doesn’t live with his mother though or maybe she’s away or something, probably to Tenerife. My ability to be mentally side tracked by my own conjecture is a curse to this day. 
“Well it’s your loss mate,” he mumbles. I hate being called ‘mate’ never more so than at this precise moment in time.  
We pull off into a quiet street where two girls are waiting outside a house. As soon as we’re close enough to them, my stomach knots and my throat closes up. These girls are precisely that, just girls. One looks around fourteen and the other even younger. “Here they are” Paul’s voice suddenly sounds more predatory than before. “So, how old are these girls?” I ask, trying to sound as nonchalant as I possibly can. He throws a strange look at me before one side of his mouth curls up into a disgusting half-smile. “Old enough”, the words slither out of his mouth and linger there. The different meanings for what he could mean by them whiz around my head like loud and vicious flies. 
They must be older than they look. Paul’s just invited me back with them. Invited me back and blatantly insinuated sex, he wouldn’t do that if they were just kids… Surely?
The two girls clamber into the car and I’m introduced to Sarah and her friend Izzy. Izzy is the younger looking of the two and while Sarah is brash and loud mouthed, Izzy seems nervous and uncomfortable like she is doing something she shouldn’t. Her face has a youth and innocence to it and her voice seems to tremble slightly as she murmers “hello”. 
A few minutes pass and I say nothing. Most of the conversation consists of Paul saying disgusting and inappropriate things. Izzy sits in silence. I can see her in the corner of my eye when I feign interest in Paul’s comments and turn my head towards him. Her body language is closed and she is peering out of the car window a strange look of anxiety across her face. Sarah – sat behind me, is the dead opposite. She can seemingly see Paul for the disgusting creature that he is but enjoys it, spurs him on. Shouting things like “You love it you fucking pervert” at Paul then laughing with a mixture of playfulness and that specific type of cockiness that is bred only by immaturity. She’s the usual troublesome girl. Daddy issues, wanting to rebel in the most severe way possible. An ideal target for someone like our driver. 
“Where do you want dropping?” Paul asks me. “Err… anywhere here is good” I reply. We’re miles from my flat but I fancy a walk and don’t want to spend any more time with him and Sarah. “You sure?” He pulls over to the pavement before I answer. With a forced smile I open the passenger door, “yeah, thanks for the lift. Nice to meet you Sarah, Izzy… bye”. The girls murmur their goodbyes. Before Paul speeds off, I catch Izzy’s eye one last time. She’s looking at me like she wants to get out of the car too. It strikes me how pretty she is, in a way that only a young girl can be. Big innocent eyes unblemished by time and the inevitable hardships and compromises that come with it. I feel a weird sense of protection towards her but before I can work out why or act on it in any way, the car vanishes around the distant bend. Leaving me to wonder why I had a wrenching feeling in my gut.
It’s raining much harder than before so I zip my jacket all the way up and begin walking at pace in the direction of my house. 
I find it hard to get Izzy’s face out of my head. You’re being over dramatic I tell myself. Paul’s just a bit weird and forward; he’s not a pedophile’. ‘It’s just two girls – of age. They’ll go back to his, have as much drink as they choose to and then go home – when they choose to. I put an earphone in my right ear and begin to listen to the typically melancholy music I’ve always enjoyed. Besides I think, all girls look younger than they actually are, to me.
              It’s twenty minutes before I get through the door of my flat. The cold and wet has soaked through my jacket and into my bones and the only thing on my mind is getting warm again. I notice an envelope on the floor; it has the recognizably scruffy handwriting of my landlord on it. Throwing my wet jacket on the floor and picking the envelope up I stride into the kitchen to put the heating on.
Inside the envelope is a note that reads: ‘Stewart, rents late AGAIN. If no money by 15th I need you to move out. Sorry and all that shit. Chris’. I ignore the bad grammar; my mind instead wonders why someone who hates tenants so much would choose landlord as his profession. That’s just people I guess, love to hate. A thought I had every time I spoke to the kebab shop owner downstairs. A man, that chose to move to England, despite hating the English. To spend the majority of his time making food he – and I quote; “hates the smell, taste and sight of”. That’s just people and in the wise words of a philosophical old drunk I once met “people are people”. 
The fifteenth is two weeks away, I was being paid on the twelfth so didn’t need to worry about rent. I sit and think to myself; no work ‘till tomorrow afternoon, I have thirty pounds in my pocket… I’m going for a drink.

2
The Text Message

I’ve always believed there’s something incredible about a good pub atmosphere. A place where people go to unwind, socialize or wallow in their sorrow. A weird parallel universe, where excellent concepts and ideas are conceived yet somehow never see the light of day. As a keen ‘people watcher’ I could spend hours in the pub and never see the exact same thing twice. Incredibly though I’d rarely see anything completely new or fresh and herein lied a fascination; of a culture within a culture. The humble British pub. The fact I could drink alcohol in them and numb the ever-increasing loathing of my life was merely an added bonus.
‘The Pump and Truncheon’ was my favorite watering hole. The décor is old and mainly wood. They serve real ale and the music is both good quality and at a volume perfect for idle chatter. 
                  My only remaining friend; Dan, is propped opposite me at the bar. “God, what a prick” he reacts to my boozy, possibly over egged rendition of Paul and the day I’d had. “I know, right? I’m just glad I don’t have to work with him all the time”. The conversation lulls before Dan looks around in a shifty way like a cheesy actor from an eighties TV show, that’s about to tell you a secret. I already know what follows this particular action, if a movement can be a catchphrase; this was Dan’s. “You want something… to, you know… take the edge off?” he whispers, whispering for two reasons. The first is that ‘The Pump and Truncheon’ is next to a police station and usually filled with police men on their down time. Not a place to be caught with drugs. The second is that half of the policemen in this town are as crooked as they come and everyone will want some. 
I consider it but eventually turn him down. I know how these nights end (they don’t) and I’d rather go home to bed on this occasion, I’d already had several and was about to call it a night anyway. “Suit yourself mate, see you on Friday, yeah?” Dan is still whispering for no apparent reason, he winks before slinking off to the toilet. “Yeah, see you then” I reply and head for the exit. I hate being called mate I think to myself.
                Outside, it’s stopped raining but the temperature has dropped since I’d last been out. The cold air hits me and the alcohol in my system reminds me it’s there, forcing me to stagger a step to my left in surprise at the sensation. My head starts whirring, I take some deep breaths and try to focus my eyes on a figure across the road. The figure starts to un-blur and I realize it’s a girl, a beautiful girl in her early/mid twenties. She’s staring straight at me, dressed in jeans, trainers and over her top she has (of all things) a high-vis vest. Maybe some weird hen-do thing. One part of my brain offering suggestion to the other. I ponder it for a second but my pondering is interrupted when the beautiful girl shouts over at me. “Hi” her voice has a high – almost strange, level of enthusiasm and happiness to it. 
        It’s worth noting here, that at this time in my life; I had a crippling level of shyness and this sort of social situation would cause the sober me to literally run in the opposite direction, beautiful women were seen as something to be feared. I can’t really remember why, maybe I thought they were going to eat my soul or something.
         But I wasn’t sober, I’d had several pints of various oddly named ales and I was in a mood for taking on the entire world. If I could stop swaying and get my eyes to focus, I might even muster the courage to say hello to this small but frighteningly pretty woman. “Hello” my voice goes up an octave as I say it and a quiver develops on the ending of the word making me sound like Mrs. Doubtfire with Parkinson’s. I sigh and my shoulders drop, can’t even say hello and keep it cool. She starts crossing the road towards me “What’s your name?” she smiles. Her smile is incredible and her voice is like a beautiful symphony written specifically for my tastes. I mumble back; “Shhtewart”, it’s hard to say my name whilst drunk and not slur it. I can barely keep eye contact with her and she’s now standing so close it’s a little uncomfortable. Though maybe discomfort isn’t the correct noun because I find myself wanting it to last as long as possible. There’s a difficult pause before I realize I should ask what her name is. I awkwardly ask the question and she responds, “Rachel, it’s nice to meet you Stewart”. She sounds like she means it and I’m filled with a new, bizarre feeling… Bliss, maybe. Maybe it’s bliss.

The following morning, the shrill noise of my alarm cuts through my head like a scythe. One eye opens and is simultaneously blinded by the bright sunlight coming through my window. My brain feels like it’s a few sizes too big for my skull and my breath is rank and chewy. I hated hangovers but loved attaining them… A typical “People are people” paradox. I try to remember the events of last night but nothing presents itself, just faded sepia memories of the first few pints. As I look around me I realize I’ve slept in my clothes; jeans, jacket and all. My shoes are still on, it seems that I’d untied the laces of one but then given up entirely. I groan, my throat is dry and my only mission at this point is to get coffee. Clumsily, I fall off the bed and half crawl, half stagger to the kitchen. Once the kettle is on, I fish through my pockets for the usual surviving change from an evening at the ‘pump’. My hand feels something laminated in there, a leaflet. The leaflet is pulled out and I squint to read the front. ‘Street Angels – Doing Gods work in the Community’. A sense of wonder washes over me as to how it had gotten into my pocket. I was borderline atheist at the time and I couldn’t remember joining any religious groups. The leaflet was cheaply made and the graphics and photos on the front were low resolution. It had a feel of good people trying to do a good thing, despite nobody supporting them morally or financially. Still puzzled, I open the leaflet, inside there’s some information about the ‘Street Angels’ and what they do and in pen, scribbled in the bottom left hand corner ‘Rachel 07259 089 3933’ is written. 
       My heart skips a beat. Rachel, I remember her. I met her last night. I can recall meeting her but everything after that is extremely vague. Gorgeous Rachel, she’s given me her number; I must have been pretty smooth. Despite this being an abnormality and sounding very unlike me, that’s what the evidence pointed towards. My hangover suddenly disappeared; I found my phone and began the hours of deliberating over what to text her. Texting a girl for the first time is an overwhelmingly difficult thing. Like every guy my age, I knew that any potential romance that this may or may not turn into hinged on the quality of the message I could craft. The aim is to sound nonchalant yet eager. Mature yet spontaneous. Like Mr. Perfect yet modest. And; many other millions of criteria.   
         After several coffees and a million drafts I settled on: ‘Hi Rachel, It’s Stewart from last night. It was great meeting you and I’d like to take you for a drink sometime. Let me know when you’re free. Stewart xx’. Every word, from ‘Hi’ (instead of ‘Hello’ or ‘Hey’) to the amount of x’s at the end had been over scrutinized and analyzed for maximum textbackability, but as soon as I hit ‘send’ I hated it and began to re-scrutinize it. Wishing I could go back in time. Not just to re-write the text but even further. Maybe to birth so I could spend my life learning to be cool rather than wasting time; reading books about the human mind and what the meaning of life might be. I tried to forget about it and about her, opting to drink more coffee instead. More caffeine, that’ll calm me down and stop me obsessing… 
By the time I’d started work that day, two hours had passed and I still hadn’t had a reply. I knew I should have put one ‘x’ instead of two, two is weird and clingy. I thought to myself with genuine anger.  One aspect of my job was to organize and display the afternoon local paper. I quite enjoyed doing this as it gave me an opportunity to read about what was going on in the local area and meant I didn’t have to serve customers. Today’s headline was: ‘Job boost as firm moves to new site’ an article about one hundred new jobs being opened up because of a big energy firm moving to the area. Quite the anti-climax. I took my time arranging them on the stand before starting my shift on the till. 
          Working on a till as you may or may not know is a terribly boring way to earn a living. And when completing such a task one must come up with ways to entertain oneself. My preferred method was to make up a back-story for each customer, depending on what they purchased. A woman buys a bottle of wine and some gum… having an affair. A young boy buys a football magazine… future millionaire footballer. A man buys ‘The Daily Mail’ and a packet of boiled sweets… definite racist. This passes the time rather effectively for a couple of hours until a lull sets in and I’m sat twiddling my thumbs for a while. 
            I’m rearranging the cigarettes, when my phone vibrates in my pocket. Pangs of hope surge through my chest. It’s her I think to myself. She’s replied. The manager at the store I worked – Steve, was bizarrely strict about mobile phones. We were supposed to have them switched off and out of sight of the customers at all times. Whenever Steve told us this he’d stress the words “all times” extremely heavily as though without them, we’d be all crafty and legalistic and there’d be nothing he could do about it. I briskly head towards the stock room and once inside I fumble into my pocket to see what Rachel’s reply is. 
            ‘1 New Message – Rachel’. My phone sits in my hand and I stare for a small period of time. Things like this don’t really happen to me. I revel in the momentary luxury of ignorance, fearing that when I unlock my phone to read the message it might say something awful like: ‘Urgh… you! I gave you my number to be ironic, you’re disgusting’. But at the same time allowing myself hope that she might actually find me attractive. Deep inhale, pause, and exhale. I unlock the phone, my nervous system firing currents of electricity through my body. God, I’m pathetic. 
‘Hi Stewart’, the message starts – classic intro, ‘that sounds great! How does coffee on Saturday morning sound?’ 
No ‘x’s’ I think but I don’t care, however you put it, that’s a date. I have a date with Rachel, I might not know her surname or have any real recollection of her as a person but I have a date with her and I know she’s really beautiful. It’s the best thing to happen to me since I’d returned to England and I smile an uncontrollable smile. 
The stock room door swings open and Steve is silhouetted in its frame. I hide my phone quickly like a naughty schoolboy and instantly start to pretend to count stock by miming counting in what I imagine to be an ‘I’m counting stock’ kind of way. “Hi Stewart” Steve says in his usual tone of 1950’s sergeant major authority. “Hi Boss” the words slip out unexpectedly. I’m surprised both by my happy tone and by my calling Steve “boss”, which I never do. Steve seemingly doesn’t notice and resumes “look it’s a quiet night, you can go home if you want to. Take some extra hours at the weekend if you need.” Wow I thought, this day just keeps getting better - still surfing on the wave of happiness from Rachel’s text. “Thanks Steve”. I drop the counting mime and head for the exit but before I’ve made three steps Steve stops me. “Oh Stewart, one thing before you leave”. His tone is suddenly inquisitive, interrogative almost. “Did Paul give you a lift home yesterday, like we arranged?” Even the mention of Paul would normally irritate me but I was deliriously happy and nothing so simple could derail the feeling. “Yes” I say airily and continue out the door. “How did he seem?” I stop walking and turn back to face Steve. This strikes me as a bizarre question, not wanting to be rude about one of his fellow managers I answer honestly yet vaguely. “Just normal, like he always seems”, my way of cloaking the answer I’d like to give (“like a perverse little creep, what else is new?”). Steve’s tone becomes a little more quizzical, “not ill or anything?” he raises an eyebrow. “No Steve, like I said; just the same as always”. With that I spin and head for the exit, Steve makes a final few comments on the matter. But the euphoria of an unexpected evening off and a prospective date envelop me so much that it isn’t until I get outside that I register what he’s said. “The area manager’s just been on… Says Paul didn’t show up today, no phone call or anything. Apparently no one can get hold of him… Just seems weird.” 
Thoughts race through my mind. That is weird, very weird; Paul’s attendance was always 100% it’s the only reason he was ever made manager. I think about little Izzy, about her innocent eyes staring back at me when I left them. About my gut-feeling yesterday afternoon and a lump forms in my throat. What if Paul’s missing because something bad happened with those girls? No I think. It’s all just coincidence… It must be.

3
Beauty’s Slave

The difference between opinions formed with alcohol in your system and without is often quite large. Ideas that are good enough to write down with great pride and enthusiasm when drinking, will feel embarrassingly clichéd or just plain nonsense the next day. People that you meet and will definitely be friends with forever, because of your kindred spirits; will only ever be seen again in your address book or on a social network. Ultimately, any future contact with them will be forced and awkward. Most commonly though, a member of the opposite sex can be seen as everything you’ve ever wanted when alcohol tinted blood is coursing through the veins. A beautiful creature that stirs an incredible sensation in your chest. When seen in a sober state however, you’re left puzzled by any attraction you may have felt. And the only sensation in your chest is a build up of bile in the lower esophagus. 
          It’s Saturday and I’m sat at a table in a popular coffee franchise. I have an over-priced espresso in front of me that has not only been served in a small paper cup (criminal). But as added insult the barista has written my name on and spelt it incorrectly: ‘Stuart’. I was always habitually early for any rendezvous and as I sit waiting for Rachel to come through the entrance. I find myself wondering if she would be as beautiful as I remember. Or if the alcohol in my system had clouded my judgment the night we met. Pretty girls rarely had anything to do with me, let alone gave me their numbers. It stood to reason that I’d got this wrong and I was about to have a date with a female version of ‘Sloth’ from ‘The Goonies’.
         We’d exchanged a few text messages since the initial contact three days ago to sort the finer details of where we’d meet and what time etc. I found her to be a little distant via messaging, never putting an ‘x’ at the end and always being short and matter of fact. Just how she texts I’d think and it never really bothered me. 
          I was nervous and even though I had some tried and tested anecdotes prepared – ones that had rescued me from a hundred previous uncomfortable social situations. I was worried the conversation may dry up at points and this would be conceived – on her side, as a lack of chemistry and rapport between us. I was practiced at coming across well and knew the formula inside out. Ask questions about them. Listen. Ask more questions. Make inoffensive, self-defacing jokes. Listen. Get them to talk about themselves. Listen some more. This didn’t stop the nerves in any way though and they are in absolute tatters when Rachel walks through the door.        
            She looks gorgeous. My heart thuds and the nerves turn into an almost tangible fear. I feel unprepared like I’m about to run a marathon but I haven’t done any training. She smiles as she spots me and I stand to greet her. She approaches me and stands on the other side of my table. I don’t know what to do, should I kiss her on the cheek? Hug her? Would a handshake be weird? It takes me too long to think about it, to the point where the moment for any initial physical contact has gone. “Hi, can I get you a coffee?” I manage at least to say something – a relief at this point. “Oh thanks, a latte would be great” she makes eye contact with me as she responds and her big blues almost knock me off my feet. “Coming right up”. I laugh nervously, walk around the table and pull a chair out for her. “Ooh, chivalrous” She remarks. “Well chivalry isn’t dead yet”. She smiles again and sits down. I am fascinated by her smile by its beauty. I want to spend all of my days making you smile I shout internally. She looks up at me and the realization that I might be staring hits me like a mallet. “You ok?” she asks. “Yeah… coffees… on the way”. I walk off in the direction of the coffee bar and order two lattes. 
                When I return, coffees in hand my backside has hardly hit my chair when Rachel says “I’m really glad you text me, after what we talked about the other night”. Wow I think is this happening? Not only am I sat opposite a ridiculously beautiful girl, she is making out like she’s the lucky one. Like me texting her and arranging this is cause for her to be happy. “Did you read the leaflet I gave you?” She asks keenly. “Err… yeah, of course” I stumble a little. It’s not the question I was expecting, not the usual: what are your plans for the weekend? Or what are your hobbies? “Great, what did you think?” the question floats over her cup, which she has to her lips and is blowing in order to cool the molten coffee inside. “Yeah it’s good” I pause and look at my palms, now moist with sweat. “So what are your plans for the weekend?” I ask, a thinly veiled attempt to try and commandeer the conversation to a more familiar territory. I hadn’t read the leaflet and didn’t want to encourage further questions on it, for fear I might be exposed as a liar. She rummages around in her purse for something and her hand emerges with some sort of business card. She looks up at me and responds to my question in her usual joyful tone “I’m meeting my fiancé later for dinner and then tomorrow is pretty much church all day, like every Sunday”. I feel the blood drain from my face and a knife-like pain form in my chest. I’m sure she just said “fiancé” before I can ask to clarify, Rachel continues: “so this card has all the details for our church on it, I’d love to see you there, you know. To see God work in your life and the incredible things he can do for you and through you”.  Oh fuck; the horrid realization hits me. This isn’t a date to her, just some kind of Christian outreach thing. I’m merely a sheep that hadn’t been recruited to the good flock yet, not boyfriend material. I take the card from her outstretched hand and without looking at it, pocket it immediately. My mind goes to the night we met, vague memories and shoddily painted in blanks reveal a picture of me talking with Rachel. She is telling me about her church and about it’s good causes, about the positive changes I could make by accepting Jesus into my life. Enraptured by her physical beauty and impaired by the alcohol, I simply nod along saying exclusively what I think she wants to hear. I am a fool and I hate myself. 
               “I think you’d really like our church, there’s a great group of people our age and everyone’s really nice.” Rachel continues before stopping to drink more of her coffee. “So you’re engaged?” I ask trying to sound happily inquisitive but hoping I’d misheard her before. “Yes, we get married next June, are you with anyone?” How could I be this stupid?  I ‘m embarrassed for myself – I am my own laughing stock, perhaps the most pathetic sensation I’d ever felt. “No, I’m single” I mumble. “Oh, well I’m sure the right person will come along,” She sounds enthusiastic with everything she says and I envy her seemingly never-ending supply of happiness. “So what do you think? Will I be seeing you at church anytime soon?” She has a look of expectancy across her face – a look that suits her features exquisitely. I think for a minute, not saying anything. “Look, I know how you feel. I was like you once, super cynical. Just try it once, for me and you’ll love it.” Persistence like this would normally annoy me but coming from Rachel it borders on being welcome.  “Yeah ok, maybe I will” I say with a strained grin. She smiles that smile again and at the second attempt I manage to change the topic successfully. We talk for the amount of time it takes us to finish our coffees, talk about normal things. Pop-culture and our likes and dislikes. To my bitter disappointment I find myself even more attracted to her personality than her looks. Repeatedly trying and failing to find fault with her, I keep up the pretense, smiling and nodding. Showing interest and in-turn attempting to be interesting myself. 
              But I left the coffee shop that day feeling crushed. Not because of an opportunity missed but because of an opportunity fabricated in my own mind. Because I’d met the perfect girl and she wasn’t available and even if she was; for all I knew she wasn’t at all interested in me.
               When I get back to my flat, I have an hour before I’m due at work. I empty my pockets onto the kitchen table and melt into my favorite chair to begin reading; I’m halfway through ‘Byron’s Poetical Works, Volume 1’. Some of the most beautiful poetry I’ve ever read.
‘Here I can trace the locks of gold
Which round thy snowy forehead wave;
The cheeks, which sprung from beauty’s mold,
The lips, which made me ‘Beauty’s’ slave’.
The words ‘beauty’s slave’ make me smile. Tell me about it I think and take comfort from knowing that I’m not the first and won’t be the last to be made a fool by the beauty of a woman. 
               As I enter work, I’m immediately reminded of the situation with Paul. He still hasn’t been in touch with anyone for the last few days. Nor can anyone get through to him. The area manager had called at Paul’s flat but there was no one there. For some reason the entire thing hangs over me like a dark cloud. Yesterday Steve let slip that they’ll be advertising his job in order to find a replacement by the start of next week. All the other staff members speculate as to why Paul had disappeared just evaporated into thin air. Theories ranged from the perfectly feasible to the downright absurd. The most common observations though, were that it was weird and it was out of the blue.  
                I’ve only been working the till for around ten minutes when Steve emerges from his office. “Hi Stewart, you alright?” I don’t answer. Steve’s way of greeting was always “you alright?” A question that didn’t require an answer. Steve squints out of the glass door of the shop. “Evening papers are here.” He shouts in his typically military manner. “Stewart, do you want ‘em?” Rather than answer verbally I simply raise my eyebrows and lift my chin. The universally acknowledged body language for ‘yes’ - I’m in no mood for talking after the coffee shop fiasco and even one word answers feel like a little too much effort. Steve looks at me in a way that suggests I epitomize all that is wrong with “young people today” and marches back to his office. I walk around the till and towards the door where a stack of newspapers has been freshly thrown, ready to be displayed on the news shelves by the entrance. I pick them up by the plastic cord wrapped around them and maneuver the stack to a more convenient position. Let’s see what today’s headlines are I think to myself. I cut the cord with my keys and remove the paper delivery note from atop the pile. As I pick up and examine the front page, a sense of pure, terrifying revulsion crawls up my spine and grips my brain. My vision blanks for a second and I have to fight to bring my eyes back into focus. The headline reads ‘Body of girl aged 13 found dumped at nature reserve’. Underneath - as clear as day, is a picture of Izzy. The picture is one of her seemingly on holiday. She has a huge smile and her big innocent eyes are lit up with excitement, a stark contrast to the headline. The caption reads: ‘Isabella Adams, murdered was found on Marton Mere nature reserve at 7am this morning by a dog walker’.
         Vomit burns the top of my throat and I have to forcefully swallow to prevent myself from being sick. The paper is dropped from my shaking hands. My head’s spinning at an alarming rate and before I can think or even know what I’m doing, I walk out of the shop. 
          It’s cold outside and each breath I take is heavy and difficult. Still in shock I begin to sprint, my flat is only a couple of blocks away and I want to get to the privacy of it as quickly as possible. I sprint as though I’m running away from the newspaper. From the headline and the accompanying photo, as though I believe if I run quick enough, I can escape it and somehow it won’t be real. My feet pound the pavement in a persistent rhythm and I can feel my quickening heartbeat like a drum inside my skull.
         Upon getting to my front door the key is fumbled into the lock and I run upstairs to my flat, slam the door behind me and instantly collapse to my knees. Izzy’s image keeps flashing into my head and I double over. Kneeled with my head on the floor, I feel the coarse old carpet of the hallway on my cheek and turn my head to scream into it, tears streaming from my eyes. The floor muffles my scream, which is turned into a gasping cry. I cover my mouth with my hand and close my eyes as tightly as I can. I can vividly picture the look on Izzy’s face when I left her that day. When I left her with a monster, not knowing that I’d be one of the last people to see her alive. My knuckles whiten as I clench my fists tightly; my whole body is shaking and reacting to a sense of unadulterated despair. The like of which I’d never felt. 
           I’d read stories of young girls being abducted and killed before, seen them on the news. In a strange way they’d never felt authentic though. Like reading a fictional book of a tragic story, it’s sad but has no real, lasting effect on you. This was different this was palpably real. I’d only met Izzy once but once was enough. I’d looked into her eyes and even fleetingly cared about her. And now she was gone. Her future existence, everything she was yet to achieve. Everything she was yet to become and all of her potential had been erased by the perverse whims of a vile and disgusting creature. 
            What hurt the most though was that, rightly or wrongly I felt partly responsible. This feeling of responsibility, of guilt almost is what caused such a strong and overwhelming reaction. I felt that maybe there was something I could have done the day I met Izzy. Something I could have done that would have kept her alive. 
             I lay in the foetal position, thinking about Izzy’s family and what they must be going through. Sarah – Izzy’s friend, springs to my mind and I recoil in the fear that there may be a second body not yet discovered. I beg my mind to shut down, to switch off but it remains so busy that my head feels like it’s about to explode. 
           My phone; which had fallen out of my pocket when I’d collapsed upon entry to the flat - and is now lying directly in front of my face lights up and begins to vibrate. It catches my one uncovered eye and through the tears I can read ‘Incoming call – Work’.  


4
Fight or Flight

One of my strongest memories from when I lived in France is of a walk home from a nearby shop. I think the reasons that this memory is so vivid and can still be recalled with great detail are twofold. The fear I felt and the unusual visual qualities of it Both combine to create a long lasting memory that I’m sure I’ll one day be able to tell my grandchildren about with the same sense of “oh my, it’s like it was yesterday”. 
            The house I lived in was in an extremely rural location. Only a couple of houses were within walking distance and each were surrounded with vineyards and orchards. The shop I was walking home from was the only thing resembling a business that was less than a twenty-minute drive away. It was an out-building at the house of one of my neighbors where they sold antique plates and home made wooden ornaments. Less a shop and more a garage sale that was permanently open for business. It was a five minute walk from my house and so I visited regularly just for something to do and to test my improving French language skills on the couple that lived there. 
          It was a beautiful summers day and the heat of the sun was being appeased by a gentle breeze. The path I took home was a fairly well trodden one that led straight through a vineyard. It had vines on either side that provided shade as well as a small snack whenever it took my fancy. In the Mediterranean summer heat my mouth would quickly become dry and each juicy grape I pilfered would burst in my mouth and give a satisfying sensation of momentary refreshment.  It’s a path I would take regularly in the daytime but I was often warned by locals never to walk through the vineyards at night. This was because there were a relatively large number of wild boars that lived in the area. Wild boar tend to be active either very early in the morning or very late at night and travelled primarily through the vineyards, so it was best to stay off these tracks if walking at those times of day. The locals would tell me that the boars were very strong, very quick and very aggressive. Each of them had horror stories in which someone they knew had been savagely mauled by a wild boar and left terribly injured by one of the vicious beasts. I took the stories with a pinch of salt; I’d heard the boars at night snorting and stomping through the vineyards but never seen one. They generally seemed to keep themselves to themselves. Just made up stories I thought. At the end of the day everyone needs a villain, bigger towns and cities have corporate businesses and politicians. This rural village had wild boars; people need something to blame when things go wrong. 
            I was about half way along the path cutting through the vineyard when I was stopped dead in my tracks by a sight I can still see in my mind with photographic detail. The branches of the vines on either side of me created a kind of corridor and further down the corridor - just a few meters away and staring straight at me, stood a large black boar. The vibrance of the green leaves on the vines and the grass on the floor, highlighted by the bright sun and blue sky behind it made this black, colorless creature stand out from it’s surroundings and look incredibly surreal. I’d never seen a wild boar in the flesh before, let alone so close. Close enough I could hear its grunting, heaving breaths. It was a mass of muscle and despite only having small legs it seemed to be taller than I expected them to be. Covered in tufts of ugly black hair, its mouth was open and I could see it’s two lower fang-like teeth. Its eyes fixed on me, black and unforgiving.
             I was scared; the boar looked aggressive and fit the ‘baddy’ character from all the villager’s stories. The vines either side of me were heavily concentrated, meaning my only options were I could either turn back and run or face the boar. Man vs. pig. 
             To this day it’s the most practical and obvious fight or flight experience I’ve ever had. A basic physiological reaction I’d read books about around a year prior. Fight or flight is a primal, instinctive thing that you have less control over than you might think. This was proven to me at this exact point in my life, as what I did next surprised me so much it was if I was watching myself from someone else’s perspective.  
           Instinctively I bent my knees slightly, raised both of my arms and showed my teeth in as menacing a way possible. I stared the boar deep into its eyes and screamed at it like a mad man. I stamped my feet and repeatedly yelled. No words as such just loud vowel noises and I did this for around thirty seconds – the most bizarre thirty seconds of my life. When I stopped, my heart was pounding. The boar didn’t even flinch; instead it just looked back at me. Clearly unfazed; it tilted its head slightly and just stared. I was sure it could smell the fear on me, I was panting and my heart was still racing. An expectation of the worst came over myself as though the boar was about to say “my turn” and then attack. Instead though, the boar merely grunted and turned his head away, before disappearing into a small gap in the vines. As if it was saying: “well, that was novel but I’m bored now. Cheerio”. I sighed with relief and briskly walked the rest of the journey home. Strangely proud of myself that I’d had an encounter with the villain of the village and come out unscathed. That my natural ‘fight or flight’ reaction when my instinct felt in danger was to fight and more importantly that my instinct made the correct call. 

I lay staring at my phone ‘Incoming call – Work’. The realization I’ve just run out of work half way through a shift dawns on me, I clear my throat and sit up. I pick up my phone and answer “Hello”. “Where the hell are you?” It’s Steve and he sounds extremely angry, “One minute you’re putting the papers out, next minute I come out of my office and you’re gone.” I struggle to concentrate on what he’s saying, constantly distracted by the fresh memory of Izzy’s death. “Look, I’m really sorry” I find myself talking on autopilot. “I just came over really sick. Had to go throw up in the toilet” I’m speaking in a monotone, not selling the story well at all but I don’t care. “I shouted to the other guy on the till, err… Martin that I had to go home, maybe he didn’t hear me.” There’s a pause and the line is silent but for the faint sound of Steve’s blood boiling. He shouts at me and tells me not to bother coming in for a couple of days and that he’s docking my wages. I barely listen, tears form in my eyes again and it’s a relief when Steve slams the phone down on me. I throw my mobile aside and drag myself along the carpet to prop my back up against the flat door. I sit there like this for a while, my head whirring and eventually the sun goes down leaving me in darkness. 
              I spend periods thinking about Paul, about how a human can be so inhumane. Such a monster, it worries me that he’s still out there and I wonder if the police will know he’s the killer and be able to find him and bring him to justice. I try not to, but my mind keeps turning to the night Izzy died. The things Paul may have done, what he might have done to those innocent girls before ending their lives? 
             Eventually I stand up and head for the kitchen, my mind won’t give up so I decide to force it. I remember I have some cheap whiskey hidden under the sink and elect it do the job. As I enter the kitchen and switch the light on I’m momentarily blinded, having sat in darkness for a while my eyes had well adjusted. I squint at the clock and it’s 9.30pm. I’d started work over six hours ago and been sat on the floor of my hallway ever since. I bring out the bottle from under the sink and unscrew the top. Discard the lid by throwing it across the room and bring the bottle to my lips. It’s cheap whiskey, very cheap. Hitting the back of my throat it burns and sends a nasty sensation into my nose. The taste is far from enjoyable. I’m not drinking for enjoyment though, I’m drinking to numb my brain and blot out the endless barrage of horrifying images it thinks up. I’m trying to drown the day I’ve had so it’s never seen again. I swig a second time, it’s hideous and forces me to grimace and cough. Another gulp, bigger this time, entirely filling my mouth with the rotten stuff. I slump into my favorite chair and stare at the bottle, I muster the courage and down yet another swig.
                What I refer to, as my favorite chair is actually my only chair. The rest of the flat was furnished when I moved in but this chair was the only thing I really owned and I loved it, so it came with me. I had it facing a window that was sited high up and from the seated position I could only see the sky. Leaving me to imagine I could be sat anywhere in the world. I glug some more and before long, before I know it, my eyelids are heavy and I can feel myself slipping into a stupor. 
                The world comes flooding into view again when I’m dragged back into consciousness by the sound of my doorbell. I groan and look at the clock; it’s one in the morning. The only person that would call round at this time is Dan. I stand up and nearly step on the now virtually empty whiskey bottle; stooping down to pick it up my head and vision go out of sync and I feel nauseous. I put the bottle on the kitchen table and walk into the hallway. Dan never called round without texting first, especially not at this time. My phone is still on the hallway floor and not wanting to bend down again so as to avoid nausea I use my foot to press the home button on the front. No new messages. Weird I think he must be pissed or something. The doorbell is still ringing incessantly. I open my flat door and head downstairs.
            Downstairs I can see a hooded figure through the frosted glass of the front door. This stops me for a second it’s not Dan. Dan never wears a hoody he despises them. The bell ringing has turned to a loud banging on the door since I’d turned the landing light on. “Yeah ok, one second” I shout. It must be some chav I think some idiot wanting to cause trouble. The whiskey in my veins and the day I’ve had find me hoping it is, hoping it is someone looking for trouble. An excuse for me to be aggressive and take these horrible feelings out on someone. I unlatch the door and take a deep breath in before opening. 
            “Paul?” I choke as I say his name, my throat in shock that he’s stood at my door. He stands there staring at me, the monster. The man that killed Izzy. I can’t think what to do or say. He doesn’t say anything either just peers at me relentlessly. 
            I’m reminded of my encounter with the boar. His eyes are black and unforgiving; I have the same mixture of fear and surprise that I had in that vineyard. Once again I decide to let instinct take over, my basic, primal ‘fight or flight’ instincts. And without really knowing what I’m doing or what I’m saying; I invite him in. I fight.  


5
There’s a Monster in my Kitchen

What happens inside a person’s head that enables them to kill? The psychological defect, that takes them beyond basic human compassion. Beyond empathy and allows them to break that dark taboo. Murder is a complicated thing and can be motivated by many means, some kill for financial gain. Others to end a loved one’s suffering, sometimes it’s committed in self-defense. In some mitigating circumstances perhaps it’s more forgivable than in others. But to premeditate, to look an innocent victim in the eyes and watch as you drain the life from them. To be able to take two young girls to your place of residence and kill them for nothing but the thrill of it. That takes a deep, dark evil that I hope only dwells in a negligible few.    
             To my knowledge, the man now heading up the stairs to my flat had done exactly that. I don’t know why I’d invited him in, what good I expected could come of it. But here we are, slowly and silently ascending to my hallway. The place where just a few hours ago: I was mourning the loss of one of his victims. Screaming and crying, face down on the floor, drowning in grief in the exact spot he now stood. As I follow him in, he turns to face me. His eyes are a dark black and the expression on his face displays an emotion that’s somehow familiar but I cannot put my finger on how or in what way. “Kitchen’s through there” I murmur, pointing the way. He has uttered not a single word, since he got here and he silently walks through to the kitchen. I stand and take a deep breath; my head is full of confusion and a million questions fight for my attention. Why is he here? What do I do now? Is Sarah still alive? Can I save her? There is still a large amount of whiskey in my system; it’s affecting my judgment and pushing and pulling everything in and out of context. So much so that I’m weirdly almost amused at the overriding thought in my mind, like big letters in front of my eyes. ‘There’s a monster in my kitchen’.  
                Another deep breath and I walk through the door. Paul’s already sat down – in my chair. He’s almost doubled over, resting his forearms on his knees. His head in his hands and he’s staring at the floor beneath him. I stand directly opposite, leaning on the work surface between the chopping board and the oven. Looking down on him, a sense of hatred fills every fiber of my being. He is wearing a black hoodie, the hood still up. His denim jeans look dirty; I imagine he’s not been home for a few days. I stare at him and he at the floor for what seems like an eternity. The silence lingers in the air, I don’t know what to say, and he must have come here for a reason. He must have something to say so I wait for him. “I…” He breaks off; his voice is shaky and cracks after one short sound. “I didn’t do it.” He rasps, still staring at the floor. Motionless.
                  “What?” I ask the question, even though we both know what he’s referring to. “What didn’t you do?” He looks up, avoiding eye contact and stares at the wall to my right. I can see the bottom half of his face, left uncovered by the shadow cast by his hood. His lips and chin are shaking. I eye the whiskey bottle on the table beside him, imagine crashing it down onto his head. Knocking him unconscious and calling the police. “I… I know you will have seen the news.” His voice, quivering is quiet and slow. “The news about Izzy.” I shut my eyes for a second; her name is hard to hear. Coming from his mouth, it fills me with an unbridled anger. “But I didn’t do it… I didn’t kill her.”  
                     He’s lying I tell myself, trying to tell me he’s innocent because he knows that I know. He knows I can link everything together because I was in the car that day, the only living witness. I’m breathing shallowly, trying to contain my anger. “You fucking liar.” Trying and failing. “So what? It’s a coincidence is it?” He remains silent. “A coincidence that you have her in your car, she’s going back…” I have to stop for a second; my voice is crumbling with the emotion. The emotion of reliving that day. “She’s going back to your place with you and next thing she shows up dead.” I stare at him, he’s still motionless but for the facial tremors. “What did you do? What did you do to her?” My voice is inconsistent with anger and sadness. He looks up, looks me in the eye for the first time. “I didn’t kill her.” Rage consumes me, I am certain he’s lying. A thirteen-year-old girl is dead and here is her killer, in front of me trying to save his own skin. 
                Whiskey soaked instinct kicks in and I turn round to snatch a knife from the knife rack on the worktop. I take the few steps towards Paul and grab him by the chin, forcing his head back and place the knife to his neck. I shout loudly “You tell me the fucking truth Paul, or so help me God…” I’m trembling, partly due to the rage and partly with shock at my own actions. He squeals as I grab him and I feel his short sharp breaths on the back of my hand. “It was Sarah.” He cries almost the instant the cold metal blade touches the skin on his neck. “It was Sarah… she’s insane.” He’s still lying I think he hasn’t bought the knife act. I know I don’t have it in me to slit his throat but I need to convince him that I do. I need the truth. Pressing the knife harder into his neck I whisper to him “Tell me the truth Paul or this ends really badly for both of us.” “Please” he’s gasping under the pressure on his windpipe. “Please, I’m telling you the truth. It was Sarah. She killed Izzy, not me.” My head buzzes with confusion. It’s an obscure lie to tell, less convincing than telling me he didn’t know what had happened to Izzy, that she was fine when she left his house that day. Surely Paul knew how far fetched his words sounded?
                  I step backwards, the knife now held limply in my hand dangling by my side. I peer at him, why won’t he tell me the truth? A torrent of despair falls over me. “Why are you saying that?” I ask wearily. “It’s the truth” Paul leans forward again, his hood has fallen down during my assault, he rubs his neck. “She’s crazy. She obsesses over me.” 
                 I feel weak and pathetic, even when threatened with a knife this scumbag wasn’t intimidated by me, still lying to me as if I’d offered him a brew. “We’d seen each other a few times and next thing, she’s round my place every day” Paul occasionally makes eye contact as he tells me the story. “I mean, like every day. She’s non-stop; she’s telling me she loves me. Talking about running away together, even suicide pacts and shit.” A horrible thought creeps into my mind and I interrupt him to ask the question it poses. “How old is she?” Paul shifts in my chair and sighs. “How old is she Paul?” He looks down again “She said she was sixteen…” The answer is far from conclusive, I ask again. “How old is she?” “Look, let me finish right. She comes to me a couple of weeks back and tells me she’s going to organize a threesome for us because she loves me and wants to make me happy.” 
                   My stomach churns. It’s clear Paul is trying to justify it in his own mind, creating stories to try and replace the actual memories. He’s clearly feeling guilt but it’s too late for that now. I find myself asking questions without wanting to, pointlessly asking questions to which he’ll inevitably lie. “Why would a girl that loves you, that’s obsessed with you. Want anything to do with you and…” I pause, the ramifications of what he’s been saying dawn on me. Even in his made up version of events he’s implying he’s sexually molested that poor, innocent girl. My left fist tightens and my right hand grips the handle of the knife with a white knuckled intensity, how much more severe could the reality be? “A thirteen year old girl?” The words fall out of my mouth, exhausted. Paul shifts again and continues his version of events, his eyes constantly switching between my face and the knife in my hand. “She’d seen some…” He stops and considers what he’s about to tell me. “Some images on my computer.” I look up at the ceiling, suppressing an urge to scream. “I had some images on my computer but I’d never act on it right… never but Sarah must have seen them… and just thought I’d like it if she…” Paul stares at me, his acting is believable and practiced. Like he’d been rehearsing this speech the whole time he’d been missing. “Anyway I was scared that day, I asked you to come back with us because I was scared… I knew nothing would happen if you were there.” I look down again; I can feel that the resentment is spread across my face. Paul looks alarmed by my expression and continues nervously, “Izzy didn’t like what Sarah tried to make her do for me, and she wanted to leave. She tried to run…” He looks down again, he looks uncomfortable almost as though he himself is in pain “so Sarah pushed her to stop her and Izzy fell and hit her head… She just stopped moving. She just lay there.” I can feel tears form in my eyes, I stare at Paul, feeling paralyzed. Whether the story was true or not made no difference. Izzy was dead and hearing details like that, true or otherwise, was painful. “Sarah tried shaking her, tried to wake her but…” “Stop. Stop!” I hold a hand up in a ‘halt’ gesture as I make my demand. I breathe in, fighting back tears, not wanting to hear anymore. The images Paul paints in my mind are painful and I worry they’ll haunt me forever. 
               There’s a lasting silence before I can muster the energy to ask: “where’s Sarah now?” I’m stood like a statue, tears on my cheeks but my face is expressionless. I’m still holding the knife, clutching it hard as though it’s a form of life support. “I don’t know. She disappeared and I’ve been sleeping in my car ever since.” He keeps shifting his position, his eyes dart around the room, I am certain everything he says is a lie. “She rings my phone constantly but I haven’t answered. I can’t deal with her. She’s insane Stewart. I can’t deal with her.” He won’t be honest with me I peer at him as I ask the next question; looking for any flicker on his features, any tells that he’s lying. “You killed her too, didn’t you?” He looks straight at me, straight into my eyes and again, coldly he says, “I haven’t killed anyone.” 
              There’s another long silence before Paul breaks it by asking nervously. “Have you spoken to the police?” I smile, the whiskey pulling things out of context again. The question feels weirdly like a small victory, like he’s having to show his hand. Re-affirming his guilt. I was beginning to fall for it, starting to believe he might be innocent but he’s shown himself for who he is again, the veil has slipped. He is a murderer and a coward and he’s devised a story to tell me so that he might get away with it. He’s only here to see if I have or if I will be going to the police. I’m a key witness, without me there’s no one alive that can link him to Sarah and Izzy’s death. If he can convince me, he’ll get off scot-free and that’s all he’s interested in. 
            All I’m interested in is the truth; it’s become an obsession. I ignore his question and ask my own. “Before Izzy died…” I choose my words carefully, he needs to think I might believe him if I’m going to be able to trip him up – get him to contradict his own story. “Why did she try and run away, what did you do to her?” Paul rubs his eyes with his hands covering his face, when he removes them his expression is one of stress, his eyes are welling up. For the smallest of moments in time, I am led to almost feel sorry for him. Guilt has caught up with him, he knows the evil that lives within him and wants to get rid of it but he’ll never be able to. The moment is over quickly and any tiny roots of sympathy that are within me are ripped out and replaced by severe rage when he utters his next words. “I was… I was naked and Sarah was trying to make her… touch me.” I feel my body shake with a dangerous cocktail of anger and despair. The whiskey stirs in me, adding to my hatred and powering my anger. I lose control, my muscles, my hands and my legs move without seemingly any input from my brain. I lunge towards him, my left hand grabbing his head. Covering his mouth, tilting his head upwards. Before I’ve even realized it my right hand plunges the knife into his stomach. He tries to scream with the pain but my left hand muffles it, his body writhes and convulses in agony. I can feel his nervous system panicking, his heart trying to replace the blood he’s losing. Every part of him; fighting a losing battle. He stares deep into my eyes and I stare back, I can see images of Izzy’s scared face in them, her lifeless body and Paul standing naked over it. I’ve stabbed him another three times before my brain takes over and stops me. The hand I have over his mouth feels the warm blood he’s now coughing up through his throat, I remove it and stand back. He fights for life in front of me, his mouth wide open and his eyes strained with agony. The knife falls from my hand and loudly clatters on the floor. My heart is racing, I gasp and try to catch my breath but all of the air has gone from the room. I stand and watch Paul, his very existence ebbing away from him. His blood is pouring from him, seemingly by the gallon. Soaking into my favorite chair and dripping onto the laminated kitchen floor. White blobs form in front of my eyes and my legs go weak. I feel myself begin to fall and just before I hit the ground, everything goes black. A killer is dead and a new one born in his place.
  
       

6
The Vigilante Argument

Growing up, I was a huge comic book fan. I still am, there’s something about that particular way of story telling that appeals to me. Beautifully drawn pictures, speech bubbles and masked super heroes have a certain charm that I’ve always found irresistible. After the initial stages of becoming a comic book geek, reading things like Spiderman and Superman – joyously bright images containing spandex wearing heroes and lots of ‘Kapow!’ style onomatopoeia. One eventually moves on to ‘Mature Comics’. Things like ‘V for Vendetta’ and ‘Watchmen’, the kind of graphic novels that win awards usually reserved for ‘proper books’. I remember when my friends and I first moved onto these types of stories; we were around fourteen years old. My friends giddy with excitement would talk about the high levels of gore in the fight sequences and the naughty words that even the good guys said. I however was excited by something else in them. Sure the gore and swearwords were exciting in a primal, novelty way but what gripped me immediately was how these ‘mature comics’ challenged the way I thought about vigilantes. ‘The Punisher’ was the first one I read and what separated him from all the heroes I’d read about prior was that he would kill the bad guys. Unlike Batman, Spiderman etc. who would just catch the baddies and bring them to justice, The Punisher would wade in with a shotgun and brutally kill anyone who had it coming. What’s more, he had flaws, lots of them. A theme expanded on in an astonishing way in ‘Watchmen’. This to me posed an incredible question, one I’d never asked myself before. Would real life vigilantes be a good thing? 
                 Does anyone have the right to take another man’s life because he feels it’s just and right to do so? Legally the answer is obviously ‘no’ but what about morally? On one hand the legal systems we have don’t work at delivering justice one hundred percent of the time and in that sense, vigilante justice would merely help address that. If a serial killer escapes justice through legal means, is it such a bad thing if he gets killed/stopped illegally? The flip side is, if people were to start taking the law into their own hands to the same extent The Punisher did we’d live in a dangerous society of chaos and disorder, a complete state of anarchy. What if that serial killer is actually just the fall guy for a bigger problem like organized crime? Then you’ve just killed a man that was already a victim and another will have to take his place. Like so many things the whole topic is one big grey area.    
                  I’m not a vigilante I know this. I’m merely a murderer. In the spur of the moment, I’d stabbed a man in anger and then watched him bleed out. I find myself revisiting the question of vigilante justice though because for the first time in my life it applies on some level to my own situation. The man I had killed was responsible for the death of a thirteen-year-old girl; he’d sexually abused her and taken her life then dumped her body in a nature reserve. There was a strong argument for him deserving to die, statistical and psychological evidence suggests he would do it again. I’m sure the parents of his next victim would look me in the eyes and thank me with all of their heart for saving their precious child from the evil whims of such a monster. The counter to this argument was the presence of doubt; I had no real evidence that he’d hurt anyone. I was certain, I knew it in my heart of hearts that he’d done it but I’m flawed and capable of mistakes much like anyone is. If in fact he was innocent, as he claimed to be right up until the moment I ended his life; then I was merely a cold-blooded killer and deserved punishment. According to the law I deserved punishment regardless and no matter who’s blood it is, the blood on my hands will send me to prison for a long, long time.
              These thoughts and a million others race through my head as I find myself sitting at the back of a church. The man at the front is enthusiastically preaching about the Sermon on the Mount. He is a man of African descent and speaks with a certain verve, waving his arms about as he does, animated and eye catching. I can see Rachel sat near the front; it’s surprisingly comforting just to see her. 
                 Hours earlier I’d awoke in a pool of blood on the kitchen floor, Paul’s blood. Paul was sat in my favorite chair, parts of his stomach were on his lap and he was slumped dead and motionless. I’d stood up and looked at him for a minute, my clothes had blood all over them and my hands were covered. I went to the bathroom, took my clothes off and washed my skin. Contrary to films I’d seen and my memory of reading Macbeth, blood is surprisingly easy to remove from skin and I’m virtually clean within ten minutes. I’d done everything to this point in pretty much autopilot; I was waiting for the gravity of the situation to hit me. Waiting to be sent flying by the realization that I’d just killed a man and my entire life was about to change. I put some fresh clothes on and went back into the kitchen, as I did I saw the card that Rachel had given me in the coffee shop lying on the kitchen table. On it ‘The Church Alive’ was written as well as an address. I knew where it was, less than half an hour’s walk away. It’s Sunday I thought and looked out of the window, the sun was about to rise and I left the flat to head to church. I wanted to see someone, talk to someone and – as sad as it is, Rachel was about the only person I could think of. I locked my front door and set off walking, leaving my flat with bloody clothes in the bathroom and a dead body in the kitchen. Still in shock perhaps but the whole thing felt too surreal to bother me. 
            Now here I am at church, I’d been to church before as a kid but this was considerably different. As a child I remember wooden pews, a vicar and old people. A big, majestic building with beautiful stained glass windows and high ceilings. I remember the calm and boring manner in which the vicar spoke and how all the songs were played on the organ and seemed to sound the same. This in comparison isn’t a church. In the place of wooden pews are plastic chairs, the man at the front isn’t wearing a dog collar and there are more young people than old. The building is a community hall and when the music was played it was by a band with electric guitars and a drum kit. The songs still all sounded the same but nevertheless… 
           “We’re gonna get some healing up in here today!” The preacher shouts. His voice emphasizing odd parts of the sentence, “We’re gonna get some healing up in here today!” I can’t help but think to myself that healing is the showpiece word in that particular statement. “I can feel God’s presence, people” He closes his eyes and tilts his head back slightly. “He wants to heal you.”
             He invites people forward to receive prayer and an apparently mild mannered woman goes forward. What follows is bizarre and surprising. The preacher stands opposite her and puts his hands on her shoulders. They both bow their heads and begin what I presume is silent prayer. A few minutes later, a loud shriek makes me jump out of my skin. I look up and the woman is violently shaking, the preacher is holding her and speaking in tongues. I think it’s tongues, I’d only ever heard about them before never had a live rendition like this. She shrieks again, the convulsions becoming more and more exaggerated. I shift in my chair, thrown from my comfort zone by this loud and unexpected show. The woman starts to wail as though submersed in sorrow; the preacher stops speaking in tongues and instead begins shouting “Jesus, Jesus!” His face is one of happiness, contrasting the situation, which seems like it might be painful for the poor woman. Eventually she collapses and is caught by a man standing behind her. The preacher throws his hands up in the air “Hallelujah, Jesus!” He sounds a combination of exasperated and joyous. The church falls silent but for a smattering of “Hallelujah’s” What the hell was that? I think to myself. “Amen!” The preacher shouts addressing the room again, his smile is big and infectious.                                            
              Then it happens; the feeling I’ve been waiting for, dreading; hits me… hard. I have to fight not to collapse again. The realization that I’m a killer dawns on me. My future flashes before my eyes, I’m found guilty of murder and sent to prison. My life is never the same again; I’m never the same again. I shouldn’t be here I think I’m no Christian, I’m a murderer. This is a mistake. The service is finishing and everyone is beginning to chat and mingle. No one has noticed me yet and I get up as inconspicuously as I can to leave. I’m a few steps away from the exit when Rachel shouts to me. “Stewart?” I pretend not to hear and carry on walking. It’s mild and eerily foggy outside, the whole world seems to be moving in slow motion. Everything looks different, strangely more valuable. I’m viewing things as though I only have a limited time to live. “Stewart” I turn around, Rachel has chased me outside. She’s slightly out of breath and when she sees my face she looks consumed with concern. “Stewart, what’s wrong?” I realize I’m showing my feelings, the strange concoction of guilt, despair and loss of hope. I try to force a smile. “Hi Rachel.” I want to grab her and hold her tight, I want to cry and have her tell me everything will be fine. “Are you ok?” She asks. I blurt my answer “no.” My honesty surprises me. She puts her hand on my arm and looks deep into me, “what’s wrong?” “Ah” I’m fighting back tears, I shrug and avoid eye contact with her “I’ve just had the worst couple of days.” You don’t know her I think She doesn’t really care. “It’s nothing really, I’ll be fine” I force another smile and turn to go, she starts to walk alongside me. “Have you thought about praying?” “No” I answer coldly It’s too late for that “Look, I’m not going to pry” she says “but whatever it is… work, something with the family. Whatever, God can help, just pray. Let him in.” The words are said as a plea, rather than as advice. As though I’d be helping her as much as myself. I turn to her; she’s beautiful and looks as though she cares. I have no idea if I can trust her but contemplate telling her the truth. “It’s not like that.” I inhale big gulps of air through my nostrils, not wanting to cry in front of her. Still overwhelmed by my situation. “I’ve done something.” I compromise; I can’t tell a near stranger that I’m a killer. “Something really bad.” She smiles at me in a close to patronizing way. “You don’t need to worry about that… God forgives.” There’s a believable confidence to her words, reassuring and pleasant. “Look Stewart, whatever you’ve done, I’ve been there. Ok, we’ve all been there.” Her arm gestures in the direction of the church. I seriously doubt you’ve been here I mutter inside. “But God forgives, he’s forgiven me… so many times.” I drop my head. “I don’t think he’ll forgive me.”  I realize I sound pathetic but I mean it. Rachel was obviously referring to lying, blasphemy or even stealing, more basic and forgivable sins. Not murder, there is no penance for that, other than incarceration. She smiles again. “From the moment I first met you God told me he had a plan for your life.” I want to laugh; it sounds like a ridiculous thing to say. “If you just repent, he forgives and he wants the best for you… There’s no point wallowing in guilt. There are good things for you to achieve and you shouldn’t let anything get in the way of that. If God can forgive you, you should learn to forgive yourself.”
          The sentence resonates with me for a while, I don’t suddenly believe in God but the words “good things for you to achieve” strike a chord. “Thanks Rachel.” She hugs me; I say my goodbyes and start walking home. 
            I regularly came to the conclusion that real life vigilantes would indeed be a bad thing, for the anarchic example they set and the loose ideology of justice they represent. As I walk home I found myself thinking about it. I wasn’t a vigilante; I’d made a grave mistake and killed a man. I can’t go back in time and undo that; there was only what was to come that I could have any influence over. There are good things for me to achieve, things I can’t do if I’m locked away. I’d killed a man that was a killer and may of killed again and saving the life of a potential future victim. A yet nameless innocent young girl was surely worth the life of a sadistic pedophile. I justified it in my head, if I could dedicate my life to helping people, to achieving good things. I could absolve myself of this heinous act. I was only half way through my walk home when I’d made my mind up. No one can know that I’d killed Paul, no one must ever find out. I would devise a way to evade legal justice and set about making things right my own way. My first task then; get rid of the body.


7
Obsessive Compulsive

The eyes are the window to the soul, an old English proverb made famous by William Shakespeare. It means that supposedly one can accurately judge another simply by looking into their eyes. It’s a theory I like to believe in, I often made snap judgments about people upon meeting them and was regularly proven to be spot on. With something as simple as eye contact, bonds can be formed and connections made. To sit and ponder this, it’s an astonishing thing. No words have to be spoken; no body language displayed and two complete strangers can develop strong feelings and opinions about each other. All within the split second it takes to look into one another’s eyes. 
                 It’s because of this that I believe in love at first sight. Without a window to the soul, love at first sight is nonsense. It’s merely finding someone attractive, which is not love. Even to fall in love shortly after meeting someone is impossible. Everyone you meet is displaying an altered image of themselves, a ‘highlights package’ of their true personality. To fall in love with that; is to fall in love with a fictional character that the subject of your love has created. A character they may never live up to. To look deep into someone’s eyes however, to look into that window and stare directly at his or her soul. Transcends the facades of a persons words or appearance and reveals them in their purest form. And to love that; to love a person’s bare bones, flaws and all. That is true love and it can happen quicker than you can say, “Holy shit, I’ve never felt this before.”
               It’s how I feel about Rachel. I’d looked into her eyes and saw kindness and compassion. An ability to see the best in everyone and I hate myself for it but I love her. I hate myself because she has a fiancé, she’s happy and I should be happy for her but as I looked into her I eyes, all I wanted was for her to be with me instead of him. I fear what she might have seen when she looked into mine. Would she have seen a scared little boy, overwhelmed by a situation he wasn’t equipped for, or the cold dark eyes of a killer? Either way she’d have been seeing the real me, I’d somehow stumbled into a situation that had turned me into both.              
                I’m on all fours on my kitchen floor, a rubber glove on each hand and a bucket of hot water next to me. The blood on the floor has congealed and dried in all the nooks and crannies making the clean up job difficult. I’ve been scrubbing the same spot of blood for minutes, rubbing the floor with the rough side of a sponge in an energetic back and forth motion. Sweat dripping from my head and a burning sensation in my arms. The relentless scrubbing on the laminate floor makes a rhythmic sound like a percussive sample from a Pink Floyd B-side, which strangely spurs me on. I get wrapped up in each blood spot I clean; complete tunnel vision until it’s gone. So much so that I regularly get disheartened when I look up and realize the whole floor is still more or less covered. 
                Paul is now laid out on a large piece of plastic sheeting in the hallway. Getting him there was a tough task, humans are heavy and with rigor mortis beginning to set in, the distance of around eight feet took half an hour. The temperature of his body upon picking him up was surprisingly cold, his eyes are sort of half closed and his mouth is open. He lies there, on his back in the hallway looking up at the ceiling. The expression on his dead face makes him look like he’s spotted something upon it that mildly fascinates him. He festers there and it may be psycho-sematic but I’m sure the flat is beginning to smell, wafts of dried blood and decaying flesh occasionally aggravating my nostrils.  
                I glance at the clock, it’s mid afternoon, there’s hours until nightfall, when I intend to get Paul out of my flat. My plan is a relatively simple one. I’d found Paul’s car key in his pocket and I now knew he’d parked outside a building a few doors down from me. As soon as it’s late enough I will put Paul in his own car boot and drive him out to the quietest place I can think of (which is around an hours drive away) and send the whole package up in flames. I’ll syphon fuel from the car and use a match to get the fire started. It sounded as simple as getting rid of a body could sound, there’s only one niggling issue in the back of my mind. I’d only ever driven a car on four separate occasions; I’d never passed a test or anything and am certainly not an accomplished driver. If any police were to notice my inevitably erratic driving and stop me, it would be game over. If I were spotted by anyone at any point it would be game over. The events of the evening will determine perhaps the next twenty years of my life.  
               I try not to over-think it; I have hours until I do anything. Anything other than scrub this floor. I’m sure the blood is growing; spots seem to appear in places I’ve already spent a long time scrubbing. My arms drive on, back and forth but they’re fighting a losing battle. I put my sponge back in the bucket, the water it contains now a dark red. My brain is out of sorts; it’s lost its edge. I feel blunted; I haven’t slept for a couple of days now and it’s starting to tell. I sigh as I get up to change the water for a fourth time. Standing, I can examine the floor from a better angle and see how much scrubbing I still have to do. About a fifth of the job is done, a clear clean patch on one side of the kitchen. The clean, clear patch doesn’t stay there for long. I recoil as right before my eyes; blood spots begin to appear where just seconds ago the floor was clean. I kneel down again and start to scrub the newly appeared blood spatter, rubbing hard with the sponge. Every time I clear some of the mess, more appears in its place. I stand up, slightly panicked. I’d never suffered any form of psychosis before and I certainly didn’t expect it to feel this self-evident. Deep breaths I think to myself it’s just in your head. That piece of floor is clean you know it is. I examine the rest of the kitchen floor, how much of the mess is real and how much is fabricated by my newly developed lunacy? It didn’t matter, to my eyes the floor was covered in blood and I had to clean it. I refill the bucket with fresh, clean hot water and with a sigh return to my knees. Turning to dip the sponge in the newly filled bucket I notice the water it contains is already – inexplicably, a deep red. I shake my head and close my eyes for a minute, before I can muster the courage to look again. Second time around the water is clean as it should be. I dip the sponge and begin cleaning again, relentlessly scrubbing the floor into submission, focusing solely on the job at hand and trying not to think about my fragile mental state. 
                  Night falls and upon glancing at the clock I notice it’s midnight. I’ve done nothing but scrub the same twenty-inch square for the last nine hours. The muscles in my arms are twitching and shaking; exhausted by the constant and lasting effort I’ve put them through. My whole body feels weak and my brain numb, a feverish obsession with cleaning the floor had taken hold and it’s only now that I’ve stopped, I can feel the effects it’s had on my body. I turn to look at the hallway, to see the soles of the shoes on Paul’s feet, the rest of his body hidden by the darkness of the landing. The kebab shop downstairs closes at around this time on Sundays, I intended to move Paul at 2am when the streets would be quiet and everyone downstairs had gone home. Remembering the difficulty I’d had moving him a small distance, I decide to give up on the floor and take some rest and get something to eat. I’m going to need the strength. Completing the task ahead will take everything I’ve got, mentally and physically. 
               Before I know it; it’s half past one, I still haven’t eaten anything. I haven’t moved, I’d just sat there staring at the floor. Stirring myself I take off my rubber gloves and stand up. Nerves take over and my breathing becomes shallow, life never trains you for this kind of thing. I take Paul’s car key from the kitchen table and stepping over his body walk through to my flat door. I put on a jacket with a tall collar and the only baseball cap I own – a hand-me-down from Dan, and head downstairs. I couldn’t risk dragging Paul’s body down the street so stage one was to move his car to a more convenient position. 
               It’s an eerily still night, the streets are predictably vacant, fortunately so is the kebab shop over which I reside – every building within sight is in darkness and the pavement directly in front of me is empty - so far so good. I walk down the street to where Paul’s car; a silver hatchback sits by the path and use his key to unlock it. I clamber in and shut the door, flinching at the volume of the car door as it shuts. I need to be as quiet as possible, the last thing I want is anybody’s attention, perhaps it’s as a result of this factor that every sound being made seems to be amplified tenfold. I sit in the drivers seat for a moment, breathing heavily. My whole body trembles with a mixture of weakened muscles and anxiety. A thought hits me; the chances are small but there may be clues in this car. Clues as to whether Paul was innocent or not. His protests before I’d killed him had repeatedly played out in my mind whilst I’d been scrubbing the kitchen floor. My confidence in his guilt was waning over time; I needed proof, needed closure on the actions of the man before I ended his life. I open the glove box and feel my eyes light up. A wave of eagerness washes over me, sat in there is Paul’s phone. Surely some answers must lie inside it. The phone is locked and password protected, meaning the information I can ascertain is limited but Paul was lying about one thing; before he died he’d claimed that Sarah was crazy about him and phoned him constantly. He’d been in my flat for twenty-four hours and there wasn’t a single missed call. Because she’s dead I tell myself. Because he killed her the same night he killed Izzy. Paul was a liar, he’d killed two girls and his life has been ended abruptly and painfully, a fate his living actions deserved. 
                After a brief and fruitless inspection of the rest of the car I put the key in the ignition and start the engine. My heart is thumping out of my chest, I try to compose myself. Getting this wrong would prematurely put an end to my plan I take deep breaths and try to remember everything I know about driving. I press down on the clutch and place the gear stick into the first gear position. My hands are visibly shaking as I rest them on the steering wheel. Slowly and carefully, I apply pressure to the accelerator pedal and gently lift up on the clutch to try and find the biting point. The engine shudders to its death. I’ve stalled, sighing I rub my face with my hands. C’mon Stewart I try to encourage myself c’mon you can do this. Deep breaths, calm down, stop shaking and concentrate. The gear stick is put back into neutral and I start the engine a second time. Clutch, first gear. I apply pressure to the accelerator and gently lifting the clutch; the car edges forward. In error I apply too much pressure to the accelerator, over-revving the engine, it growls loudly. It’s only a one-litre hatchback but in the deathly still of the night the engine noise cuts through the air like the roar of a fighter jet. I panic and bring my foot off the clutch, stalling the car for a second time. Adrenaline surges through my body; panicked and stressed I repeatedly hit the steering wheel with my palm. “Fuck, fuck!” I shout, my body shakes violently, I’m hyperventilating and the most prominent emotion I have is fear. The noise I’d made with my last attempt at moving the car was loud enough to attract an audience; if just one person witnesses what I’m doing then my life is over. My future depends on moving this car and getting rid of the body and succeeding in doing it unnoticed. I try to compose myself and ignite the engine for a third time. Allowing it to idle for a few minutes I focus on the task at hand. My tired brain and tired body needs to find another level. For a third time I put the car into first. Slowly the car edges forward, applying the revs gently and steering into the road I increase the speed and successfully transfer the car to second gear. The adrenaline and relief brimming over my edges causes me to laugh aloud as I take the first corner. “That’s it, good car.” I speak to it as though I’m riding a horse. With relative ease I direct the car around the block and pull up right outside my front door, placing the car boot as close to the entryway as possible. Getting out of the car I can feel my heart racing, not with fear now but with something else. In my whole life I’d never so much as stolen a penny sweet from a corner shop. Here I am trying to get away with murder and though I’m ashamed to admit it. Whilst terrifying, there’s something extremely thrilling and exciting about the experience. 
               Back upstairs I wrap Paul in the plastic sheeting on which he is laid. Before attempting to lift him I take a last look at the kitchen floor, there’s more blood on it than ever before. I shudder; my brain is playing tricks on me, a new and uncomfortable feeling. I pick up Paul’s plastic wrapped carcass and drag it to the top of the stairs. He’s heavy and my body is at its limits, panting and sweating. It’s nearly over I tell myself, a blatant and ineffective lie. I pull Paul to the edge of the staircase and begin to drag him down the stairs. It’s nearly over. 


8
Siccome La Casa Brucia, Riscaldiamoci 

There’s something incredibly beautiful about fire. It’s colors and movements can be appreciated by even the least arson-partial of people. There’s fewer things more satisfying than sitting and watching a good blaze, even under the circumstances in which I’m watching this one; I’m enraptured by it’s beauty and presence. The flames flicker up from the car I’d set alight, licking the air and continually growing higher. 
           I’m sat in a disused business park, built as part of a government scheme to bring jobs and industry to the area but never used. It’s in the middle of nowhere and rarely had visitors. Sitting next to my pre-packed rucksack that contains a bottle of water, some matches, a head torch and a hammer. Around an hour earlier I’d successfully dragged a dead body down a flight of stairs, rigor mortis begins to dissipate at around twenty-four hours after death but Paul’s body was stiff and difficult to move. With great effort I’d hauled him down the stairs and lugged and stuffed his body into the boot of a car. The car I was now watching burn. After two attempts I’d managed to get the car going and driven for an hour. A task I anticipated being difficult but was easy, I didn’t see a single driver on my journey, not one. I’d been careful to use back roads, winding through the country. Free of cameras and nosy watchful eyes. As a result I’d arrived here in, as close to ‘good spirits’ as a sane man can be when he’s disposing of a body. The business park is a strange place. There are no streetlights meaning that the entire dwelling is enclosed in darkness. The headlights of Paul’s car occasionally offered a glimpse into the modern and unfurnished office interiors but as I’d driven through, most of it was left to my imagination. I’d picked the place for a number of reasons, because of its remoteness and seclusion but also because it was roughly an hour’s walk away from the nearest train station, an ideal way to get back home again. 
            I’d parked up in the middle of the park, between the two largest buildings put my head torch on, gotten out of the car and commenced with the two more gruesome aspects of the job. The first was syphoning the fuel from within the car into a container I’d brought with me. I’d inserted the tube down into the tank and sucked hard. Nothing happened so I sucked some more and it took me by surprise. I’d taken my eye off the tube for a split second and the petrol had shot up and filled my mouth and lungs. It burned my chest like holy hell and made me cough up violently. My eyes watered profusely and getting the tube from my mouth to the container was harder than it should have been. I’d knelt on all fours for a while and coughed my guts up, my chest and eyes stinging me harshly. Once the container was full I emptied it onto the car, inside and out. Taking extra care to ensure the majority of the fuel went into the boot and all over the dead body inside it. 
                 The second task was the one I was dreading most of all, a seemingly unnecessary job but one I felt must do anyway. I knew from TV and books that a prominent way to identify a corpse that had been burned was through dental records. I have no idea when the car and body inside will be discovered but I do know that when it is; I want to make things as difficult for the police as possible and this is why I’ve brought a hammer. I looked in the boot already open from my fuel dowsing and split open the plastic sheeting at the area Paul’s head was. His face in the hard lighting of my head torch looked like something fresh out of a horror film. The hand I was holding the hammer in began to shake, I didn’t want to do it but it felt like I had to. Like my future freedom might rely on it. I had to destroy his teeth and jaw area, beat them to beyond recognition. I took deep breaths in and out my shoulders raising and lowering, trying to psyche myself up for the task. Using my left hand to steady his head, I raised the hammer aloft in my right. A huge intake of air filled my lungs, in preparation for the first blow. At the first attempt I couldn’t do it, my hand dropped back to my side. It took me around twenty minutes to talk myself into it again, Paul’s death could be linked to me, even in an obscure way – it could be. His identity had to go. Again I steadied his head with one hand and raised the hammer with the other. I screamed a tribal, primal scream and brought the hammer crashing down on Paul’s face. Repeatedly striking him with the heavy blunt object. It’s a memory I’ll struggle to ever get rid of. A sensory overload of sickening proportions. The sound of dense metal on bone was horrific; worse though was the sight of him afterwards. The skin that was once supported by teeth and jaw just draped inwards, shattered bone lay in a huge gap where his mouth used to be. I stepped back in horror and thought about what I’d become, how just days ago I was a regular guy with regular problems. Now, here I was in the dark middle of nowhere. Caving in the face of a man I’d murdered. I searched my mind to justify it, an increasingly difficult task. My tired brain deserting me when I needed it most. 
              After this I’d lit a match and threw it on the car. It went up quickly and as the car began to catch the flames I felt myself relax a little. The worst was behind me, a feeling I embraced. Now here I sit watching the blaze and all of its pretty nuances. The warmth of it is nice and comfortable and I know I’m just a walk and a train journey away from the possibility of getting back on with my life. My tired mind reminds me of an Old Italian proverb that translates to: ‘Since the house is on fire, let us warm ourselves.’ It means that even in the face of extreme adversity, good can be found. That with the right attitude, positives can be taken from any situation. In England we have the saying ‘Every cloud has a silver lining’ but I always preferred the Italian version, with its added jeopardy and drama. I smile, the last few days were worse than any I’d experienced. Worse than anything I ever thought I’d have to experience but the house was already on fire. All I can do now is get warm. Move on, better myself and dedicate my life to helping others. I need to focus on the good that can come of all this and put the nightmare behind me. I’m tired, I stand up picking my rucksack up as I do and set off in the direction of the train station. Guided only by the light of my head torch.
              By the time I get back to my flat, it’s morning. The sun had come up on a new day, the walk and train journey home had been uneventful. I’d worn my cap low and jacket collar high to avoid my face being caught on CCTV and as expected there was hardly a soul to be seen, so early in the morning. As I enter my front door all I can think about is getting some sleep. It had been three days since I’d gotten some proper shuteye, and my body is crying out for it. Screaming at me to shut down. I duly oblige and head for my bed.
               My phone ringing awakes me hours later. Wearily I pick it up to see who’s calling, the display reads; ‘Incoming Call – Work’. I opt to ignore it and try to go back to sleep. Try and fail, turning in my bed and fidgeting for a while doesn’t help and I am forced to get up. Frustrated, I walk through to the kitchen, dreading what state the floor might be in. To my surprise and delight it’s still covered in blood but for a twenty-inch square that’s absolutely spotless. I smile, a bit of sleep and the relief of successfully removing the body from my flat has seemingly done me wonders mentally. The clock reads midday, a few hours deep sleep in my system feels good and I stretch, satisfied. This is a new day I think the start of a new life and a better Stewart Evans. That kind of American self-help mumbo jumbo usually irritated me but on this occasion I was thinking it because it was genuinely applicable. Everything to do with Paul was behind me; a severe tragedy on many counts but it was over. I’d been careful to ensure that none of it could be linked back to me and I felt comfortable in the knowledge that it never would. I can hear my phone ringing for a second time and I walk back through to my room to answer it. It’s work again, “Hello” I grumble. “Stewart, it’s Steve, how are you feeling?” Steve’s tone is weird and his asking how I am is unchartered territory. “I’m better, thanks,” I answer slowly and cautiously. “Great, great… listen Stewart, do you think you’ll be able to come into work tomorrow?” Tomorrow is Tuesday I never work Tuesdays. I think about it for a second, I need the extra hours after the shifts I’d missed. It’s also vital that I don’t do anything that could be considered suspicious; my life must go on as if nothing’s happened. “Yeah sure,” I reply, “whose shift will I be covering?” Steve clears his throat. “Oh no, not ‘come in’ like that. There’s no shifts to cover, I just need you to pop in around one for about half an hour.” Confusion fills my head, am I going to get sacked? “Oh ok, why?” I ask nervously – I didn’t want to lose my job, I had rent to pay and no other work lined up. “Don’t worry Stewart, you’re not in trouble or anything” Steve is reassuring with his tone, sensing the nerves in my voice. “No” he continues, “Just today, we’ve had the police come in, they want to speak to you.” I gulp hard. There’s an awkward silence as the line dies for a minute. Steve fills it “Not uniform either, we’re talking suits and ties. Proper detective sorts, asking about Paul, said they’ll come back tomorrow and they want to speak with you.” “Ok,” I reply, trying to sound nonchalant and unfazed. “Seemed pretty serious” Another pause, I can’t speak, have no idea what to say. “So come in about one.” Steve confirms, “Yeah ok” I mutter. The line goes dead.
                My head reels, why did the police want to speak with me? Had I missed something? Did Paul have a safety net incase he never returned from my flat? Had I been spotted last night? Paranoia and the terrible kinds of thoughts that come with it consume me. One of which dominates my mind more than the others. The police must know something; the nightmare isn’t over.  


9
Chloe

I love to walk. To head out and just saunter aimlessly, it helps me clear my head. Putting one foot in front of the other, over and over again seems to help add a sense of perspective. To put it lightly, I’d had a turbulent couple of days and after Steve’s phone call I needed to get out and stretch my legs. No walk is complete without my music and I’m listening to a playlist of sad songs; my favorite playlist. I loved sad songs, others would tell me they’re depressing and mime hanging themselves but others didn’t understand. I found them to be beautiful and moving, found that this type of music made me feel alive. I enjoyed the communication of an emotion, in that special way that only music can achieve. If a man tells me his heart is breaking, I might feel slightly sorry for him but if he sings it over a stunning melody played by a string quartet. Then my heart breaks with his, a beautiful thing. 
           I’m unaware of the direction I’m going in, simply walking wherever the wind takes me. Allowing the endorphins to begin to flow and letting the music seep into my being and elevate me, temporarily from my situation. Depending on your religious and philosophical disposition you could put it down to fate, blind coincidence, sub-conscious or God. Whatever the reason, I find myself outside Rachel’s church. I’d not consciously intended to get here nor had I realized I was heading in this direction but when I look up, I see the community hall where just yesterday Rachel had insinuated that life had more in store for me than prison. There’s a board outside with cheaply made posters displaying the words ‘The Church Alive’ and containing a picture of a man, arms aloft in a joyous winning gesture. I notice the doors are open and stand for a minute contemplating the fact. My usual reaction to this sort of fairly insignificant string of incidents would be to carry on walking but on this occasion I can feel something pulling me towards the open door. I can’t explain what it is or why I feel like this but the grip on me is strong and even if I really wanted to, I don’t think walking off is an option. I bow to the pressure, to the pull of the church building and walk towards it.
        As I get to the entrance and stand in the doorframe, I remove my earphones and can see that the building is seemingly empty but for the African man that was preaching the last time I’d been inside. He’s vacuuming the floor, singing as he does and I recognize the song as one of those the church band had played. I stand unnoticed and watch him for a moment; he looks to be in his late fifties and the evident happiness of the man oozes from him. He makes pushing a hoover around look exuberantly fun like a brand new hobby that everyone should be doing. Dancing as he works and singing, his smile and happy body language are infectious. I can’t help but smile as I watch him, smile and marvel at the presence of the man. 
          He looks up and spots me, he looks really happy to see me and almost instantly switches the hoover off, dropping the handle to the floor and begins marching in my direction, beaming with every step. “Hey son” he exclaims in his softened African accent, raising his hand to shake mine. “Can I help you somehow?” It’s said as a genuine question and with a sincerity the words ‘can I help you’ usually lack. I’m taken aback a little by his eagerness; I shake his hand and reply “Err… I’m not really sure why I’m here actually.” His smile gets even bigger and he stands looking at me, waiting for me to continue. “I was here yesterday.” I add, unsure of what to say. “I thought I recognized your face.” He muses, he slaps his hand onto my shoulder and loudly says, “well son, it don’t matter why you’re here. All that matters is that you are. Praise the Lord!” He looks deep into my eyes; in his I can see an integrity and honesty that stirs up an instant respect for him. “Anyway” he continues, “you couldn’t have timed it better, I’m just about to make some tea.” He walks off and gestures for me to follow, I have no idea why but I follow him. I’m not a social person and tea with a stranger is something I’d usually turn down but with this man, it’s hard to refuse. 
           He makes me a cup of tea and we sit together in the hall, he tells me his name is Amare – which comes from a word meaning ‘one who builds’ in Arabic and is Latin for ‘cherished’. He also tells me he used to have a good friend called Stewart and that it is a “good, strong name.” Everything he says is said with a child-like enthusiasm and vigor, like he might be joking but probably isn’t. After a lull in the conversation he turns to me and asks, “So, are you born again son?” I smile and reply, “No, I’ve just been born the once up to now.” This makes him laugh, a warm deep chuckle as infectious as his smile. His crow’s feet deepening, every line on his face is a tribute to a life spent laughing, spent seeing the funny side. “Well” he says “all in good time.” Sipping his tea. “You been to church much?” He asks inquisitively. I consider it before I answer “Not really, yesterday was pretty much the first time.” He leans back “Well yesterday was a doozy, it’s not always like that.” I drink my tea, I’m not sure if he means ‘doozy’ in a good or bad way. “Anyway” he resumes “it’d be great to see you back here next Sunday, God’s got good things for you son.” I smile and reply, “I’ve heard that a lot recently.” He laughs his hearty laugh again and meditates verbally “Well there’s no smoke without fire.” There’s real warmth to him and even in the silent lulls of conversation, just sitting with him is comfortable.  
                It’s during one of these lulls that somebody walking through the entrance breaks the silence. I look up mildly startled, to see a slender looking girl, early to mid twenties. Her body language is introvert and unassuming and she strides into the room with an understated purpose. Seeing her, Amare shouts, “Damn girl, what time do you call this?” She looks up at him, her face is pale and she’s wearing a lot of dark eye make-up. Smiling she replies in a cheeky tone, “pipe down old man, you’re lucky I help you at all.” Amare laughs and turns to me tapping me on the knee and then pointing at the girl. “This is Chloe.” He states “she’s supposed to help me clean this place on a Monday but she always conveniently gets here when all the work is done.” He chuckles as Chloe pulls a face at him. “Chloe this is Stewart.” She looks at me with her piercing eyes. Her face is thin, slightly gaunt even and the look is exaggerated by the way her jet-black hair frames her features. A streak of red running through one side, the only color coming from her otherwise entirely colorless appearance. “Hi Stewart,” she says flippantly before instantly turning back to Amare. “Well you hardly seem busy old man.” Gesturing at the tea in his hands and the fact he’s sat down. He laughs again as Chloe heads into the kitchenette, presumably to make herself a hot drink. Amare turns to me and in a hushed voice says, “Chloe is pretty new to the church, she’s got an… unusual social approach.” He makes eye contact with me “but she’s a bright kid, real genius let me tell you.” 
              She returns with a cup of tea and after a short while, Amare excuses himself. “You kids can talk amongst yourselves for a minute” He declares as he leaves. There’s a slightly awkward pause. She has a weird kind-of pretty quality but I’m not at all attracted to her, even so she’s still a girl and talking to girls isn’t my forte. “How old are you Stewart?” Chloe’s voice is confident yet everything she does and says is understated and subtle, she has the kind of self-confidence that doesn’t feel the need to be brash or show off in any way. “I’m nineteen in a month.” My voice, on the other hand, has very little confidence. “Aw, just a puppy then.” She responds in faux condescension. “I’m twenty-two, a puppy also.” She smiles, a slight smile and only for a brief amount of time. She clearly isn’t one for displaying emotion. “So how did you end up here?” Her question asking technique feels analytical, like I’m talking to a therapist. “I was told about this place by a girl that comes here, Rachel.” She looks up at me when I answer, a switch in her head seemingly goes off and she smiles again. This time in a way that indicates she’s just discovered something. “So you’re the guy from the coffee shop.” She ponders, “Rachel’s told us about you.” I try to hide it but I’m delighted that Rachel’s talked about me; she thinks about me when I’m not around, maybe she really does care. “Rachel’s talked about me?” I try to sound nonchalant. Chloe peers at me, her eyes narrow with a look of suspicion. “What did she say?” I ask. She looks at me a little more, before slowly uttering, “She’s engaged you know.” I look back at her and smile, “I know.” “Happily engaged.” She persists, Amare is right about her, she’s sharp. I wasn’t used to being read so effectively by anyone, she doesn’t know me at all and has seen straight through me. In a little discomfort, I opt to change the topic. “So how did you end up here?” I ask, parroting her original question. “God found me when I’d hit rock bottom.” A sad expression forms on her features and she looks at her hands, “when I needed him most.” There’s a pain to her that I can relate to somehow. I feel like I know her already, as though on some level we’re similar people. She looks back up at me and with extreme sincerity says “God does that, he knows how much you can take and he never pushes you beyond that limit.” Her words and the way she’s looking at me affect me deeply, it’s impossible but it feels like she knows all about me. About what I’d done and who I am, everything. I shake myself she doesn’t know me, she’s merely using vague, all-encompassing language that could apply to anyone. The hallmark of religious spiel. She offers no information regarding what her ‘rock bottom’ was and I don’t ask out of respect and basic human politeness, leaving an awkward lull in the dialogue. 
             Amare returns at just the right time. “Ok kids,” he shouts. “I’m gonna have to lock up now, there’s places I needs to be.” Chloe stands up and looks down at me, “Where you heading Stewart?” “I’m just gonna head home.” I reply, she looks at me as though I’m a bit simple, raising an eyebrow she says “ok, where’s home?” I suppress a laugh, my ability to miss even the most basic point of a question amusing me. “It’s near the ‘red room’ pub.” She smiles “great, I live that way too, we’ll walk together.” Her forwardness is welcome and the thought of a little company on my walk home doesn’t offend me, I simply shrug and mumble “ok”. I shake Amare’s hand thanking him for the brew and for his company, telling him with honesty that it was nice to of met him. He simply pats me on my shoulder and parts with a “God bless you brother.”
           The walk home is a pleasant one, Chloe is intelligent and a good conversationalist, well informed on most topics and wise enough to not be overly opinionated on topics that she isn’t. Like me, she seems old for her age. Tired of the world she lives in and the average people that inhabit it, bored of everything as though she’s seen and done it all before. I relate to her thoughts on most of the topics we speak about. There is however something dark about her, perhaps something from her past, something that keeps her guarded and unrevealing. Any personal questions are batted away with a joke or general vagueness. It’s as though she’s done things she’s extremely ashamed of or feels guilty about. It’s because of this; I’m sure she can tell there is something dark about me. She recognizes the shame and guilt flowing through me; it’s like looking into a mirror for her. I still enjoy her company, maybe even more so as a result and when we part ways I tell her “goodbye Chloe, hopefully see you again soon.” I mean it. I’m certain I’ve found a friend in her that I didn’t have in anyone else. A friend that had secrets too. “Bye Stewart, I’ll see you Sunday… at church.” She responds almost forcefully and walks off down her street.
             As I watch her walk away, I feel my expression change. Meeting Amare and Chloe had been a welcome break from the hectic chaos my life had become over the last couple of days but the break was over. It’s time to get back to reality, time to knuckle down again. A lump forms in my throat and for the rest of the short walk home I contemplate my situation. The kitchen floor still needs finishing and my favorite chair needs disposing of. At the forefront of my mind though is that tomorrow, I have a date with the police.   


10
A Date with the Police

Lying is something that we do a lot. Psychological studies suggest that the average person lies around seven times a day. Most of these lies are relatively small and are what’s commonly referred to as ‘white lies’ or ‘comb-over lies’. Things like; “yeah, your hat looks great.” Or “hey boss, you look like you’ve lost weight.” If you’ve ever nodded along when you’re not really listening or agreed with something you don’t understand because you didn’t want to look stupid, then you’ve deceived someone. Even if you’re so angelic you’ve never even done those things, the chances are you’re delusional and therefore you’re still lying. You’re just lying to yourself. The fact is that whatever our views on lying we all do it and when it comes to these basic white lies, these small deceptions we’re all good at it too. 
               Lying becomes difficult, not necessarily when the lie itself grows in significance but when you know the person you’re lying to is looking for it. Under these circumstances even telling the truth becomes more problematic. The speaker becomes conscious of his facial expressions, eye movements, hand movements and even voice intonation. So much so; that even when being honest, the words come out stiff, robotic and with all the hallmarks of deception. It’s because as soon as we overthink something we remove muscle memory from the equation. Like a racing car driver that successfully navigates a turn, forty six laps in a row but on the forty seventh lap his engineer tells him over team radio to “be careful on turn sixteen.” He inevitably puts his car into the barrier. By overthinking anything you turn something natural into something difficult. 
               Of course the problem with overthinking something is that as soon as you say to yourself Ok, don’t overthink this, you already have. An infection in the brain that can’t be shifted has taken hold.
I’m already swimming against the tide then as I sit opposite two police officers in the back room of my workplace. If anything, ever, will make you overthink your words it’s having two detective inspectors asking you about a man you’ve secretly killed. My throat is dry, I’m sweating and my head feels like it’s twitching. I have no idea if these symptoms are visible to the men in front of me but to me it feels like I might as well have ‘guilty’ tattooed on my forehead.   
            “So first of all Mr. Evans” the younger of the two begins “I’d like to thank you for coming in to chat with us on your day off.” Ok so this one’s good cop I think to myself meaning you must be bad cop. I look at the older of the DI’s, his face is haggard and weary and his eyes have almost no life left in them. He looks like he’s seen more than his fair share of the darker things life has to offer. “My name’s DI Taylor.” The younger one continues, he’s wearing a smart crisp suit. His tie is tied up to the collar, his hair is styled with product and he still has hope in his eyes. His older counterpart however, is far scruffier and has an air of ‘hope is for newbies’. “And this is DI Allen.” Taylor introduces his older colleague, no doubt his superior. 
                 DI Allen doesn’t acknowledge what’s being said he just stares at me coldly. DI Taylor continues his monologue; “we shouldn’t take too much of your time today, we just need to ask you a few questions about one Paul Fletcher. We believe you were one of the last of the employees here to have spoken with him.” I need every ounce of control I have to keep my face and body still. The mention of Paul’s name brings horrible images flashing through my mind. Images of his eyes as I killed him, of his caved in face in the boot of his car and of his carcass burning in the middle of a disused business park. Shame and guilt wash over me, I know DI Allen is analyzing my every micro expression and do well to keep from moving a muscle. “We’re trying to find the whereabouts of Mr. Fletcher as he’s been missing for a few days.” Taylor continues “so please don’t feel any pressure but my colleague DI Allen is going to ask you some questions about the last time you saw him. I’d like you to answer as accurately as you can, ok?” He’s consulting me as though I’m a small child, which I don’t mind at all under the circumstances. I address the friendlier younger cop Taylor and ask, “Do you think something bad has happened to him?” My voice sounds genuinely questioning, the pitch heightening at the end of a sentence in an understated and natural way. Stop overthinking it. Taylor glances at his colleague, the glance is left unreciprocated by Allen who remains set on me. Taylor straightens his already straight tie and unsure of himself says “We’ve no reason to think that, we’re looking for Mr. Fletcher in order to question him in regards to a separate missing persons case.” My guard slips momentarily, this is good news. I feel my shoulders drop, an obvious display of relief. The words “we have no reason to think that” mean that they don’t know Paul is dead and there can’t be murder suspects without a murder. DI Allen raises an eyebrow, he clearly detects the relief. He leans forward and stares me down. “Stewart,” his voice is gruff and authoritative. “When was the last time you saw Paul Fletcher?” I compose myself; I’d spent the last four to five hours practicing for these sorts of questions. As rehearsed, I look up to the left, squint a little and speak slowly and carefully as though recalling a memory I never thought I’d need. “About a week ago, he gave me a lift home after I’d worked in the shop he manages, on rare occasion I do shifts there to help out.” Taylor has produced a notepad and pen and is jotting down my words. Allen continues his questioning, “Did he tell you what his plans were that evening?” I force additional blinking, a sign of cognitive activity. “Not that I can recall” I say shaking my head “it’s a little fuzzy to tell you the truth, I was really tired and not completely listening to everything he said.” 
            Allen pauses for a moment, the room falls silent but for the sound of pen on paper. Taylor furiously penning the events as they happen. “Did Mr. Fletcher talk about plans with a girl perhaps, perhaps he’d have called her his girlfriend?” DI Allen asks. I force my bottom lip forward for a second and shake my head, “don’t think so.” 
        “Look kid.” The older officer begins with a sigh. “We have good reason to believe that Mr. Fletcher was spending a lot of time with a young girl up until recently.” He sighs again and rubs his stubble with his well-worn hands. “That young girl is now missing and Mr. Fletcher is a suspect in her disappearance. Do you know anything that might be useful to us in either locating Mr. Fletcher or helping us establish his relationship with the missing girl?” 
        I’m instantly filled with a sensation of being torn. What DI Allen had just said meant that Sarah is missing; that she’d probably suffered the same gruesome fate as Izzy. This obviously fills me with a deep sadness; she was sixteen at most and had so much life in front of her. On the other hand however, it meant that I’d been right about Paul. What I’d known in my heart of hearts was true he was a pedophile and a killer and the blood on my hands now felt fully justified, a palpable sense of relief comes over me. The two strong emotions of sadness and relief pull me in each direction and it’s hard to hide this from the watchful eyes of the detectives. 
           DI Allen stares at me, awaiting my answer to his question. I sigh, shift in my seat slightly and look up at him, giving him a strong eye contact. I’d read in a favorite psychology book of mine that a sure-fire way to tell if someone is lying is if they give you unbreakable eye contact. When someone is telling the truth they will give you eye contact but not too much, however because eye contact is widely socially considered as a form of honest body language; a liar will lock their eyes onto yours and keep them there, unmoving. I make sure then to give the police officers just the right amount of eye contact, occasionally darting my eyes elsewhere in a more natural act of recalling memory. “Look” I say, “I’m really sorry, I wish I could be more helpful but the fact is, I hardly ever worked with Paul. I barely know him from Adam.” Taylor jots my words; Allen examines me as I speak. “He wouldn’t tell me about his girlfriend or any personal stuff, you’d probably be better talking to someone he worked with more regularly.” This is a blatant lie and I’m pleased no one else that had met Paul even once was in the room. 
           “Mr. Evans.” DI Taylor butts in. “Did Mr. Fletcher seem odd to you the last time you saw him? Anything at all that was out of the ordinary?” “No” I reply, “I mean Paul’s always a little strange but nothing stands out as being… weird or anything.” There’s a pause, neither of the detectives bother to ask about my ‘Paul’s always a little strange’ comment. They’ve obviously heard it a few times already in their investigation. 
          DI Allen stands up and addresses his younger colleague. “C’mon Taylor, this is a waste of time.” Taylor stands up with him; he puts his notepad back in his pocket and retrieves a card. “If you do remember anything that could be useful to us Mr. Evans or if Mr. Fletcher gets in touch or anything like that, please give us a call.” He hands me the card, on it a mobile phone number is scribbled in pen. DI Taylor smiles and thanks for me my time. He exits the room leaving just DI Allen and myself. He’s still staring at me in his cold way, I smile and expect him to say his goodbyes but he doesn’t. He leans in close to me and in a growl-like whisper says, “You’re hiding something Stewart.” I look back at him, expressionless. This time the look isn’t out of practice but out of shock. “I hope for your sake, that whatever it is, it’s not important to this case.” His voice is almost threatening; he leans back and peers at me. He gives me time, gives me the rope. All I need to do is hang myself but I don’t bite the bait. I merely look back and confidently tell him “if I knew anything, I’d tell you.” His lip curls, he’s old fashioned, a relic and I can tell he longs for the days when he could beat the answers out of someone on nothing more than a hunch. Those days are gone however and he knows it as well as I do, without another word he leaves.
            Left alone in the back room of the shop, my shoulders drop. Relief fills my every crevice and I smile uncontrollably. My kitchen floor was now clean; my chair had been hacked up and burned. I’d got rid of both Paul’s body and car and I now know the police suspect me of nothing. I’d murdered a man that deserved to die and I was getting away with it. All the pent up nerves from the meeting with DI’s Allen and Taylor comes out in the form of an excitable laugh. Just as I laugh, Steve enters and I’m forced to suppress the sound, turning it into a sort of cough. “Hi Steve.” “So what did they want?” Steve asks, his face has a curious expression on it. “They were just asking about Paul, they think he might be involved in a missing persons case.” Steve raises his eyebrows but doesn’t say anything so I presume the conversation is over and head for the door. Just as I’m about to open it, Steve exercises his annoying knack of stopping me just as I think I’ve left the place. “I presume you’ll be in tomorrow Stewart, now that you’re all better?” I turn wearily and mutter “Yeah of course.” “Good.” Steve says firmly “And Stewart, if you pull that shit again, I don’t care how ill you are… if you leave half way through a shift again without telling anyone, I’ll fire you.” I turn and leave muttering inaudibly fuck off Steve. 
               Upon getting back to my flat, I tingle with elation. The worst really was behind me now and my entire body is celebrating. I feel overwhelmed with relief, my body and mind had been through so much in the last few days and I’d come through it, I feel strong and revel in the surprise of what a man is capable of. What I’m capable of, when pushed, when needed. If I can get through this, I can get through anything. 
                After a few hours, I’d decided that I’d earned a drink and put my jacket on to head out to ‘The Pump & Truncheon’ and I’m on my second beer with Dan when my phone rings. I thought my day had peaked, that it couldn’t get any better but when I look at my phone my happiness levels increase further. For on the screen are the words ‘Incoming Call – Rachel’. She’s calling me, she’s thinking about me. I walk outside and into the quiet to answer the call. I’m positively beaming and answer by saying “Hello you, I met a couple of your church friends yesterday.” I expect her to reply with something like, “So I heard.” Or “Really? That’s great!” But instead the line is virtually silent but for one faint sound. I feel my heart sink, the faint sound; the only sound I can hear is the sound of her crying.  



11
Chef

When I moved to France, I was lucky enough to have moved with a job waiting for me, the job was as a chef in a small, independent hotel, whilst the hotel was owned by an English couple, all of the staff were French. My French language upon arrival was the equivalent to a GCSE language qualification - which as anyone who knows will tell you, is useless. The speed of a foreign language, all of its nuances and the fact that everyone speaks in slang make communication with the natives difficult to begin with. 
           The people I worked with were good people, however only one of them spoke conversational English – meaning I could only converse with one of my colleagues during the start of my time there. Her name was Adrienne and it’s because of her kindness and patience that my first few months living and working in La Charente were not a complete nightmare. She worked as a waitress at the hotel, she was in her mid twenties and attractive in that exciting, exotic way that only a foreign girl can be. She had big brown eyes, a delightful smile and was enjoyable company. 
             Within a few weeks Adrienne and I grew quite close and for my eighteenth birthday she gave me a necklace. The necklace she told me would bring me luck and prosperity as long as I wore it. It was essentially a piece of lace with a small, engraved piece of stone hanging from it. Had she of bought this from a shop, I might have put it in the bin but it was clear that she had made it herself and put a lot of effort into doing so and this made the gift a hundred times more precious. As a result, I wore it and still do to this day. 
              Whilst I was attracted to Adrienne, our relationship was strictly ‘good friends’ and it never had the feel of becoming anything more. This was mainly down to the fact that she had a boyfriend but also because we both enjoyed the uncomplicated nature of our relationship and had an unspoken pact to keep it that way. What I had with her felt like the kind of pure, enjoyable friendships you have as a child and whilst she was definitely not childish, Adrienne was certainly child-like in many ways. Ways that were endearing and added to her charm. 
               After work had finished, usually at around midnight, it was customary for the staff to enjoy a drink together in the hotel bar. This is a common thing in France and a tradition that I embraced and enjoyed. One night Adrienne and I were sat having a drink following a particularly enjoyable shift, we were laughing and spirits were high. Remy – the aforementioned boyfriend, was due to pick her up after work and he was late, so we sat in a corner and talked whilst the rest of the staff stood around the bar reminiscing in their speedy French way about the day they’d had. I can’t remember how we ended up talking about it but the subject of blind dating came up. Not blind date as in the popular 90’s TV show involving four idiots and a curtain but as in blind people, dating. I was telling Adrienne that a blind person could use their fingers to feel somebodies face and build a picture in their mind of what the person looks like. Without warning she immediately scrunched her eyes tight shut and proceeded to start touching my face. We giggled as she felt every crevice and bump on my façade commentating as she went. “Oh no, he is very ugly” she’d say in her thick French accent, “He feels to have the face of an English man for sure.” We laughed and she removed her hands, clearly pleased with herself. She then took my hand in hers and placed it on her face, asking “what about me?” Nothing funny came to mind so I swiftly removed my hand and simply complimented her. “Tres jolie.” (“Very pretty”) Which to my enjoyment brought a smile from her.
              At this point out of the corner of my eye I saw Remy was stood watching us with a face like thunder. I’d only met Remy a handful of brief times when he had picked Adrienne up after work but I knew he was a frightfully serious man. I also saw him as controlling and manipulative and simply out of my like for Adrienne I disliked him. I disliked the way he treated her, as a small example of the relationship they had; Adrienne always addressed him as ‘chef’. In France the word chef has two meanings the first is, as we know it a term for a catering professional and the second translation is: boss, head, leader, master. Remy wasn’t a catering professional, he had no problem with his girlfriend calling him master; acting as an inferior and that to me was a little weird. 
           He stood there looking at us, he seemed angry. Despite the innocence of the situation I could see how it looked. We were sat alone, separate from the others and our actions despite the reality could have been perceived as flirtatious. This made me feel a little awkward, Adrienne however in her naïve and child-like way simply smiled and cheerily shouted “Salut Remy!” He didn’t smile back he just said “Allons.” (“Let’s go”). Adrienne stood up “oui chef” she said and smiled and said her goodbyes, following Remy out of the building. I finished my drink and gave the event no further thought.
                The following day, mid afternoon, I was prepping vegetables for an evening’s service. My head chef was in a dour mood and the atmosphere in the kitchen wasn’t great. I looked at the clock and grinned; I knew Adrienne was due to begin her shift in five minutes; she would always brighten up the place and bring everyone a smile. This day however was different; when Adrienne walked in she was down, her face was the picture of sadness and when I offered her a “bonjour” instead of her usual joyous “Salut Stew” and warm embrace. She merely, coldly said “bonjour” and without even looking at me walked straight through the kitchen to the service area. 
              Adrienne hardly said a word to me throughout the shift and it wasn’t until our post work drink, that I had a chance to ask her what was wrong. Her ambience was different; so much of her beauty came from her happiness and personality that watching her like that had been difficult, like watching something beautiful die. Once I’d asked the question, she looked at me solemnly and muttered “I cannot speak to you anymore.” A mixture of confusion and anxiety forced a slight nervous laugh, “What do you mean, you can’t speak to me anymore?” There was a long awkward pause before Adrienne turned and walked out of the hotel bar. I remember my head spinning slightly, wondering what was going on. 
            I followed her outside – the night was warm and dark and beautiful lanterns dimly lighted the hotel courtyard. I shouted her name, she turned to me and said “please Stewart, Remy will be here any minute now and I cannot be seen with you.” Her voice sounded stressed and frightened. “Why?” I could barely believe what I was hearing, essentially my best friend in the whole world was telling me she wanted nothing to do with me. “What will Remy say if he sees us?” I challenged her. She stopped and turned to me, I walked to within a couple of steps; her face was unhappy and serious. The faint lighting gave her sorrow a dramatic look and I felt as though the whole scenario was too much for her. She looked at me and slowly and quietly, her voice anguished she said, “It is not his words that give me fear.” We stared at each other for a short while, her statement painted the picture and made her actions that followed unnecessary. She un-tucked her shirt and pulled up the bottom of it to reveal her stomach and lower ribs. The entire area was covered in bruises, barely any of her clean flesh showing through a mass of gruesome purple. I covered my mouth with my hand and felt my eyes well up. My voice cracked as I whispered, “Adrienne… you have to leave him.” She looked down and replied, “I have to go.” Turning away and walking to the edge of the hotel premises she never once looked back at me. I stood there in shock, powerless and delicate. 
           After this, our relationship dissipated. My French was virtually conversational at this point and reluctantly I made new friends. Adrienne left to work elsewhere around a month after Remy had violently beaten her because he’d seen us chatting and laughing together. I will always feel grateful for the help she gave me. The help to understand the language and culture and the friendship she allowed me when I was lonely and a weird foreigner to everyone else. 
            Despite our distance a few months later and the fact I hadn’t seen or heard from her in that time, the news of Adrienne’s death hit me extremely hard. I remember locking myself away in a dark room for days and crying. I never found out what insignificant crime she was deemed guilty of by her bastard boyfriend but he’d lost it and brutally beaten her into a coma, one that she never came out of. A beautiful, intelligent young woman killed by the raging jealousy of a man that saw her as his property. Remy went to prison for her murder and I remember this being told to me as if it would make me happy but it didn’t, not even a little. I regularly wish I could go back in time and make things right for Adrienne and save her from the fate she’d met. Her death was one of the many triggers that lead to me returning to England; the only piece of her I have left is the necklace she made for me, an emblem of her creativity and thoughtfulness. An emblem I wear everyday.
           Like many things, domestic abuse was never something I treated with the contempt it deserves. It can be hard to when you have no personal memory or attachment to it. If you’ve never experienced something or seen a loved one go through it, then it’s difficult to envisage the ways in which the victim suffers. Since meeting Adrienne and being told of her death, I developed a new found hatred for it. It doesn’t matter how big or small, domestic abuse of any kind is something that turns my stomach and fills me with resentment. 

It’s been a few weeks since Rachel phoned me, crying. When I’d answered there’d been a silence and then she excused herself saying “I’m sorry Stewart, I shouldn’t have called you.” She hung up and then wouldn’t answer when I phoned her back. 
           I’m sat in church; I’ve been for four weeks running. I’m not sure what keeps bringing me back but I feel like I don’t want to miss it somehow. I’m sat at the back next to Chloe, who seems to have taken me on as a project, trying to figure me out. She’s incredibly smart and perceptive and every week she figures out something new about me. I worry it’s only a few months before she squints at me and says, “you’ve killed someone, haven’t you?” 
            Rachel is sat at the front with her fiancé Andrew. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since before the phone call, she’d not been to church at all in the time I’d been going. She looks incredibly beautiful and I can’t wait for the service to end so I can talk with her. Ironically, the service today involved Amare preaching about the sin of coveting another man’s wife. I thought about how I felt about Rachel and how she was with Andrew but swiftly justified it in my mind They’re not getting married for a couple of months, so you’re ok till then. 
               After the service, Rachel introduces me to Andrew for the first time. He’s tall and good-looking but lacks any charm or charisma. There’s also something about him that makes me feel a little uneasy, I can’t tell what it is though and simply put it down to the fact he’s Rachel’s fiancé. They don’t stay and talk for long before Andrew excuses them and they leave. Chloe and I are left standing together and I’m not sure why but I decide to tell her about Rachel’s phone call, weeks ago. 
           She looks at me with her expressionless face, analyzing me and asks, “Why do you think she was crying?” The emphasis on the word “you” indicating she already has her own theory. “I’m not sure” I reply, “I have no idea, you two are pretty close though, what do you think?” Chloe looks at me and her response is unsettling. From what I know about her, she is clever, perceptive and has an incredible ability to look beyond the surface and correctly see what’s really going on. Whenever she offered a conclusion I was inclined to believe it and in the short time I’d known her, she’d never been wrong. So when she says the following words it unnerves me. “I think Andrew hit her.” She says in an almost eerily calm manner, empathy and sympathy are not words you’d regularly use to describe Chloe’s feelings. She continues, “No one else seems to see it but to me it’s obvious… He’s done it before and he’ll do it again. It’s always the same; she won’t be at church for a few weeks then she comes back wearing a little too much make up. Covering the last of the bruising.” I feel my throat close, “what makes you so sure?” I ask the question hoping she isn’t sure at all, hoping it’s a rare wild theory. “I know his ex-girlfriend.” Chloe says with a truthful confidence. “He used to beat her. If it’s in a guy, it’s in a guy.” I feel sad, I love Rachel and I want to help her. “What can we do?” I say, my voice sounding a little desperate and Chloe raises an eyebrow as I speak, she looks me in the eye and placidly says, “Nothing, you can’t help someone until they want to be helped.” 
                As soon as I’m alone, I feel a rage flow through me. I remember Adrienne and Remy, remember how it ended. I imagine the story fragment by fragment, replacing Adrienne’s image with Rachel’s and it hurts to watch it. I touch my chest with my fingertips and feel the small, engraved stone hanging from my neck, underneath my shirt, and with a passionate anger and will to act; I think to myself, I will not let it happen again.   
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My Nineteenth

I’m turning nineteen today, still not even twenty and yet I’ve experienced a great deal. I’m incredibly thankful for this; some people live their whole lives without really undergoing anything. Even in the last year, I’ve experienced love at first sight, lived in a foreign country, made great friends, tragically lost great friends and gotten away with murder. It’s a list of highs and lows, but what a year. 
                Of course dear readers as the murderers amongst you will know; the phrase ‘gotten away with murder’ is somewhat deceiving. Whilst I’m living proof that it is indeed possible in a justice-avoidance sense, you never really ‘get away with it’, certainly not on a personal or psychological level. With a secret that size, it’s only natural that you’re affected. Paranoia, episodes of mild psychosis and insomnia just a few of the punishments, life’s way of doing what the legal system failed to. Today though it’s my birthday and I have arranged to cook dinner for some of my friends, keeping myself busy allows me to regain a level of control mentally and always makes me feel better. 
                 On the guest list tonight are Rachel, Chloe and Amare. I’d not invited Dan because I’d been seeing less and less of him over the past few weeks; I was a different person around him; a drinky, sweary occasional drug taker. Whereas around my Christian friends – though not yet a Christian myself, I felt improved as a person, like I gained value and I liked that they wanted good things for me and that their input into my life was wholesome and nutritious (figuratively). By seeing less of Dan and more of the God brigade I was fazing out the old me and becoming a better person. Something I promised myself I would do when I decided to dispose of Paul’s body. 
                Another omission from the guest list is Andrew, Rachel’s fiancé. He’s working an evening shift at his job as a consultant of some sort. After Chloe had put the idea in my head that he hits Rachel, I’ve been unable to think about very little else. I try to think of how to stop him but first I need to know he’s doing it, Chloe’s deductions were not evidence enough for me to potentially blow my friendship with Rachel. I’d rather have her in my life – even as just a friend, than not at all. I see tonight as an opportunity to do some digging, I figure a dinner party is the sort of relaxed atmosphere where Rachel might give something away. Especially if asked the right questions.
              Chloe is due earlier than everyone else because she wants to learn some cooking skills and is to come and help me in the kitchen. I’m glad about this, she’s still a mystery to me and her past is something I’d like to get to know more about. Perhaps tonight I’ll learn about that darkness in her eyes and how it got there. Of course the learning about people is to remain a one-way street, Chloe can work me out far too well, even without me having to say anything. I’m obviously not going to help her figure out I’m a killer by saying things that lead her to that conclusion. By the time she arrives I’m already working on my main course of seafood linguine; prawns, crayfish and white wine sauce poured over some al dente pasta. 
            The kitchen floor is immaculate after another bout of frantic cleaning that I’d undertaken last night. I still see occasional blood spots but only when I’m having a bad day so I presume them to be psychosomatic, regardless I clean them anyway. Chloe is a keen learner and seems relaxed and almost jovial – a rarity in her case. She is wearing her hair up – which I’d never seen before and a short sleeve T-shirt – again new. I notice on her arms that she is quite heavily tattooed, inked on her skin are several graphic images that would shock a nun into hospital, perhaps clues to her former life. They add to her rather gothic appearance and heighten the element of mystery she carries. 
              Shortly after Chloe, Amare and Rachel arrive together. Amare is the designated driver and has picked Rachel up on route. He is his usual joyous self, greeting me with a huge grin, a slap on the shoulder and a loud rendition of ‘happy birthday’. Rachel looks incredible so much so that when I open the door to her, my heart skips several beats. “We’ve brought wine for us and grape juice for Amare” she says lifting the bag she has with her. She leans in to kiss me on the cheek and I suffer slight breathlessness, managing to say “hi” in a feeble and pathetic way. She smiles back and the three of us head upstairs to my flat. “Mmm, smells fantastic” Amare says enthusiastically as we enter my hallway. I take their coats and show them to the living room - where I’ve set a table – to seat them. “Ok,” I begin, “help yourselves to drinks, glasses are on the table. Chloe’s in the kitchen” I point with both thumbs behind me. “I’m going to go and put the finishing touches to the food and we’ll bring it through.” “I love it!” Amare exclaims as I leave the room.
                The food goes down well; oohs and ahs bounce around the room with each of the three courses I present. Conversation is a constant and pleasant stream and all four of us get to know each other a little better. Amare lived in a village in Sierra Leone as a small child and was taught how to hunt with a bow aged seven. Rachel is the youngest of four sisters and Chloe builds computer software as a hobby – of course she does. I tell them things about me, mainly about when I lived in France and we all share anecdotes and laugh with each other until dessert – crème brulee, when a conversational letup sets in. 
                Amare pours a drink and begins a new arc of conversation with “Did you see the local news today?” This is greeted with a general consensus of no. “Well” he continues, “you know that business park, way out in the sticks?” I feel a lump form in my throat, I know exactly what’s about to follow. Chloe answers him “the new one, the waste of money that’s never been used?” Amare smiles and points at her “that’s the one. Well they found a burnt out car there yesterday.” I feel a bead of sweat begin to scurry down the side of my head. Keep calm I think to myself, you knew this would happen at some point. They were always going to find it. It doesn’t mean anything. “In the boot of this car…” Amare leans forward, he’s an excellent storyteller, pausing for effect and building tension in the room. “They’ve found a body.” 
            Light surprise fills his audience while Amare continues the story. “Apparently, the car belonged to a man the police were already looking for, in order to question him about another missing person. It hasn’t yet been confirmed but they suspect the body in the boot belonged to the owner of the car.” The two women on either side of me react to the story very differently; Rachel looks mildly saddened and a little shocked. Whereas it’s easy to see Chloe’s mind is working overtime trying to work the story out and answer the unanswered questions the news report poses. My reaction is one of controlled panic, the image of the police inspecting every aspect of the car’s burnt remains fills me with paranoia and internal questioning is happening about any details I might of missed. Any links that put me at the scene of the crime. 
           Chloe asks, “Did the report say who the other missing person was?” It’s unfeasible and I’m aware that it’s merely paranoia but Chloe’s questioning worries me, as though she’ll figure the whole thing out from a second hand news story. Amare rushes to finish his chewing and answers, “A young girl apparently she’s still not been found. Police say the parents aren’t suspects for the murder though. They suspect someone or something else, maybe organized crime or something.” Chloe leans back her eyes darting around in micro-movements “I don’t think its organized crime” she mutters. My head whirs, it’s not a shock that it’s been found but it’s real now, there is a body and they’ll be looking for whoever killed it. I excuse myself and walk through to the kitchen. I close the kitchen door behind me, looking down I feel my heart rate soar, as the entire floor seems to be covered in speckles of blood. My new friends, my new life; sitting talking about the man I’d killed, in the flat I’d killed him in and it’s not going down well with my brain. Without thinking I fill a container with hot, soapy water and begin scrubbing the floor.   
           After a short while Chloe enters the kitchen, holding the now empty dessert plates and stops as she sees me feverishly scouring the tiles. “Stewart? You ok?” she asks in a seemingly chary manner as she slowly lowers the plates into the sink. I stop and catch myself, realize what I’m doing. The floor is obviously clean yet sweat is dripping from my forehead, with the effort I’m using to scrub it and out of context I must look a little mad. I bolt upright and smile “Fine” I say, “just saw some spillage that needed getting.” She looks at me in her usual analytical way and says in a joking tone, “well, I think you’ve got it.” I laugh nervously, “Yeah, think so.” She smiles as if I amuse her. “C’mon” she says opening the kitchen door “Rachel says she has an announcement to make.” 
                Back in the living room, I can hardly think straight. I’m not a suspect I keep telling myself The police would have come for me by now, if I was. I know it’s the truth but it does little to calm me down. My brain is playing tricks on me and as I look up; DI Taylor, DI Allen and Paul have replaced my three dinner guests. All three of them staring at me, Paul is covered in blood and just sits there where Amare was seconds ago, gawking at me with dead eyes. “Are you ok Stewart?” DI Taylor asks. I shake my head and rub my eyes; he morphs back into Rachel who’s looking at me concerned. “Yeah, sorry. I’m fine… so you err… you have an announcement to make?” I can feel Chloe’s eyes peering at me; I know she can tell I’m not fine at all. Rachel smiles and addresses the group, “so Andrew and I are going to announce this in church on Sunday, with your blessing Amare.” She turns to him, he smiles in reciprocation. “But I wanted to tell you guys separately because I’m a little closer to you than the rest of the congregation.” Rachel sips some wine, the pause giving the announcement a little more gravitas. She looks up and says, “Andrew and I are moving to South Africa.”         
                    The room falls silent; Amare, Chloe and I are all clearly in shock. “Well come on… say something” Rachel says. “How has that come about?” Chloe asks reasonably. “There’s a church out there, a charity that helps orphans. They’re struggling because they don’t have enough personnel, they need help and we’ve been looking into it and feel we can make a difference. Andrew has managed to get a decent job out there and we’ve decided to take the plunge.” Another silence, Rachel has clearly made her mind up and whilst it obviously saddens everyone at the table to lose her, it’s clear that there’s nothing they can do. The first to accept it is Amare, “well that’s awesome girl.” He says beaming, “If that’s what you want and what you feel God wants for you, then you should do it.”  Chloe chimes in with something similar, all three of them look at me awaiting my input. My heart is breaking; I don’t want to lose Rachel. The best I can muster is “that’ll be some experience for you.” and a frail smile. 
                 The rest of the evening peters out and after everyone leaves I go through to the kitchen to wash up. I feel like breaking, after her announcement Rachel had told us she could be moving as soon as the end of the month. Visas sorted, work sorted, everything. They just had to pack and book the flights. I didn’t get chance to ask Rachel anything about Andrew and his potential violent tendencies but Chloe was never wrong and if he has a track record of it… Things don’t look great for the woman I love. Why would she move away with him? Why do victims of domestic abuse so regularly stay with their abusers? 
                 As I begin to dry the plates I feel something drop onto my forehead, like a drip of something. I bring my fingertips up to feel it and upon inspection my fingers are red. I look up to the ceiling and right above me a crack has appeared, a crack that’s leaking blood. Blood from the ceiling I think to myself that’s a new one. 
                 It’s far and away the worst birthday I’d ever had. I’ve found out the woman I love is moving to the other side of the world - with her abusive fiancé, and to top it off; I’m suffering the beginnings of insanity.   
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My Twenty-Fourth
                      
Life is a funny thing. On the surface, it’s straightforward. You look to the future, make plans, set goals and go about achieving them but in reality they never seem to pan out exactly as you planned. The tiniest thing can cause a ripple that changes the entire flow and no matter how hard you try to predict the future it’s impossible to do so with any degree of accuracy. I believe this is because, whilst you do have control over your own actions and decisions, there are many things that affect your life, which you cannot control. Loved ones, the people you care about, the company you work for, your bank, the economy, and the stranger that drives into your car. Any number of things can have a huge effect on your life and you’d be powerless to stop it or even have a say on it. 
            Five years ago today, it was my nineteenth birthday and if you had asked me at the start of the day where I’d be now – five years in the future. I’d have said something a little different to if you had asked me at the end of that day. All I had done between was cook a dinner but the news of Rachel’s departure and the onset of Amare’s news report – both of which I had no control over, had bleakened my outlook sufficiently enough to change my view of the future, within a timeframe of a few hours. 
           The next morning, having slept on it and having come up with a plan, my view of the future was again different. Within around twelve hours I’d of created three alternate universes for myself to live in five years time and no matter how well thought out they might have been. They were all wrong. 
            It’s mid afternoon and I’m at work. Gone are the days of working at the convenience franchise, which seems like a million years ago to me now. I’d quit that job a few months after Paul’s murder. The psychosis I was suffering was made worse by that environment. Every time I put the newspapers out I’d see Izzy’s face, every time Steve came to speak to me I feared it would be about Paul and eventually I walked out when one day, to my complete horror. Every customer appeared to have Paul’s face, caved in with a hammer, brutal and grotesque. It was when one of the Pauls’ asked me if we sold cotton pads that I ran out of the shop a mere five minutes after starting my shift, Steve phoned me half an hour later and it doesn’t take a genius to work out what he told me. 
           Since then, I’ve come a long way professionally. I now work as a doctor of psychology for the ‘Youth Offending Team’ – or YOT, a job I secured after three years of studying and a lot of hard work. Those things alone though were not enough and it’s with a fair amount of help from Amare that I’ve ended up in this job. His contacts through the charity work he does came in very handy and I feel indebted to him to this day.
         The YOT is a cog in the youth justice system’s machine and my job is to work with and assess young offenders. I see them for an hour-long session each fortnight and after a court-ruled period of time am expected to make a recommendation on the best course of action for the individual. This is usually an action such as: period of probation, further counseling or – in rare cases, that the individual be put in a secure facility for closer monitoring. The latter is only in cases where I feel the patient may be a danger to themselves or those around them. I can prescribe medication but hardly ever do this, if I feel that’s what the patient needs, I recommend that they get further psychiatric help. The kids I work with range from 10-19 and the cases vary massively, making the work interesting and dynamic.
           Just over five years ago, I killed a man and disposed of his body and when I did this I promised myself I would address the balance by becoming a better person and helping others in the process. I feel my role within the YOT does this and that I’m suited to the job having experienced both sides of a young person’s potential. When these kids sit in front of me, I can see myself in them. A potential to achieve things both good and horrific and my aim is to send them down the better of the two paths. 
            I’ve just finished a particularly awkward session and I find myself in the bathroom, just down the corridor from my office. As I wash my hands, I examine my face in the mirror. The past five years have seen me age considerably, my exterior beginning to show the older state of my interior. My face has filled out a little and my eyes have a permanent state of tiredness. Eternal bags hang from them like pouches that store all the horrible things that the eyes can’t forget. Any boyish good looks I once had are gone and have been replaced by a cynical, paranoid man that looks closer to thirty than twenty. I tilt my head to the left and scrutinize the scar on the right side of my forehead, prodding at it with my fingertips. It’s a long thin line that runs from my crown to just above, and to the side of my right eye. It’s a scar I’ve had for two years now and has healed well, considering. The scar is a part of a chain of memories; the mark itself reminds me how I got it. How I got it reminds me how delicate the human mind is.
            I sigh and from my pocket, I produce a small, unmarked clear bag containing little white pills. I remove two from the bag and put them in my mouth. Cupping water from the sink I drink and swallow, returning my eyes to the mirror. I sigh again, pocket the pills, dry my hands and exit the bathroom.
             “Hey son, I’ve been looking for you.” I hear a familiar voice as I enter the corridor; I turn around and see Amare, his bright beaming face staring at me. He’s always happy to see me, happy to see anyone. “Happy birthday, brother.” He strides towards me and grabs me in a tight embrace. “Hey Amare, thanks.” I wheeze, his bear hug grip squeezing the air from me. We walk towards my office together and he updates me on his day.
              The YOT is a big place, I worked as a salaried employee but many of the departments were run through the help of volunteers. Amare headed up a lot of these sectors. He produces and runs seminars and workshops aimed at giving young offenders skills and helping them become a useful part of society. As a result he was in the building a lot and regularly dropped into my office for a chat. We’d become excellent friends over the years and despite his flaws, I trusted Amare as much as anyone. His integrity and willingness and desire to help anyone and everyone are qualities you rarely find in a person. 
              My office is fairly basic; it has one window directly opposite my desk – which is situated on one side. Placed in the middle is a brown, leather armchair facing my desk. My desk-seat was higher than it, not as a form of posturing but so that when a patient is sat in the middle armchair, I can see their entire body. A large amount of body language happens below the waist and it’s important for my work that I can read the patient accurately. Amare sits in the brown leather chair opposite me, “The boss-man asked me to give you the file on your desk there.” He says, “I couldn’t find you before.” “Thanks” I reply, picking up the folder. On the front is the name ‘Mark Barton’ and some details. It’s the standard folder I receive whenever I’m given a new patient; I toss it to one side and open my laptop – which is permanently on my desk. “So what’s new Amare?” I say whilst opening a ‘New Patient’ form on the company intranet. 
               He shifts his feet. As a rule I try never to analyze my friends or loved ones, but it’s always hard when in my office. Amare is sat in a place where patients sit, I find it difficult to detach from work when in the work environment. It’s clear from his body language and voice intonation that something’s bothering him but he simply smiles and says, “Same old, you know.” 
              I’ve seen a lot of things in this office; a lot of troubled young people have sat in that chair. I’ve had young people shout abusive things at me, break down with emotion and even hurt themselves, right in front of me. I’d been deceived, completely fooled by a fourteen year old and had more cries for help than I can care to count or remember. As a result, I’ve become accustomed to spotting the traits of a troubled mind. Whilst we are all unique snowflakes, I’ve found that our troubles manifest in similar ways and it’s a rare sight but something is clearly troubling Amare. “Are you ok man?” I ask attempting to make it sound as friendly as possible and not like the analytical interrogation it was at risk of becoming. He smiles again, a big bright smile and says, “Yeah, of course son.” In his thick, untainted African way. “Look I better get going, I only popped over to wish you a happy birthday.”  
             He stands up “What are your plans tonight?” he asks as he slowly makes his way to my office door. “Nothing much.” I reply, half of me conversing, the other half filling in my new patients details on the laptop. “Nothing much?” He asks in a sad tone “on your birthday?” I stop typing and look at him, “Well, I’ll just be spending it with the family” I smile before getting back to my work. Amare smiles back “Of course, send them my best” he says “well brother, have a good weekend and I’ll see you on Sunday.” He opens the door. “See you then” I reply in autopilot, he leaves and as the door closes I hear a “God bless you son.” Amare’s signature sign off. 
              I don’t have any sessions for the rest of the day – around an hour, so once I’ve finished filling out the ‘New Patient’ form online for Mark Barton, I decide to get a head start on the case by reading his file. Most of these files are the same, kid gets dragged up, trouble with parents, grow up in a rough area, that kind of thing. Eventually the young person gets involved with petty crime, things like theft, drug related crimes etc. This evolves and gets worse, until the kid ends up in prison. In my work you hear the same stories over and over again. Occasionally though, you get a case a little more unique. I’d had cases that were fairly interesting in the past but Mark Barton’s file is the most compelling read I’d ever had. 
                 His story is brimming with abnormalities, the first being his address. This kid is from the rich part of town, anyone brought up in the area never wants for anything. His parents –both still together, must be high standing society members, certainly not the sort of broken family my usual patients hail from. He’s an intelligent young man too, privately educated and at the age of just fourteen had already succeeded in gaining fifteen GCSE’s and had began to study for higher education. His file states that on his fifteenth birthday he dowsed his entire house – all eleven bedrooms over three floors, with pure alcohol and put a match to it. 
                 Mark Barton’s story is a strange one but the stand out piece of strangeness is at the conclusion of his file. After setting the house on fire, Mark remained inside the building. However having since been tested and analyzed by three different psychology experts he was found to be both sane and as the report reads; ‘to have no suicidal inclination or tendencies.’ Fortunately nobody was in the house and Mark was rescued by firefighters before suffering any serious long-term damage. As a result he’s served his time in a juvenile facility and now at the age of eighteen is to be put in front of me for assessment. 
               I read the file cover to cover and place it on my desk; a sense of intrigue fills me. I’m rather excited to meet young Mr. Barton, an interesting case to get my teeth into. My job is to find out what drove this young man and most importantly to find out if it still drives him. I smile to myself, this kid is one that clearly needs a lot of help and I’m the one that gets to help him. I see my job as a privilege and an honour.
                   I get so absorbed in Mark’s file that time gets away from me and when I look at my watch I’m half an hour late for finishing work. I shut the laptop and place the folder into my desk drawer. Putting my coat on and locking my office, I make my way out of the building. It’s Friday and leaving on a Friday is always a slow process. Out of a fear of being rude, I habitually dip my head into every remaining workers office, to wish them “a great weekend.” By the time I get to my car, I’m forty-five minutes later than usual. I start the engine and before I set off, fish my phone out of my pocket. I better phone home I think to myself. They’ll be wondering where I am. The phone connects to the car speakers enabling me to drive and chat. “Hello” the ringing is interrupted by a voice coming through the speakers.” I smile and with a joking tone say, “Hi honey, how’s my favorite wife?”





14
“Don’t Go” Part I

The Sunday after my nineteenth birthday started as any other, certainly as any other of the previous few weeks. I awoke, got dressed and walked to church. Following this, there was a church service; the band played Christian songs and Amare preached a word from the bible. As someone who had lived their life studying analytical, scientific material, I found it hard to buy into some of the sermons and the overall belief system of the Christian faith at first. At the time I found it to be a little too much “I know in my heart” and not enough hard evidence. But the underlying themes of kindness and love appealed to me and were amongst the better ‘self improvement’ advice pieces available. 
               I once read a theorem on self-help – a multi-million pound industry selling five minute fixes for life-long problems, in which the theorist explained that, the subject – in order to become more confident and successful, should project themselves as “the centre of their own universe.” When I read this, I did what’s known as a mini-sick. If everyone lived in this way we’d have a planet full of selfish, blinkered idiots. We’d have people taking food from those less fortunate and smashing it into their mouths like deranged cookie monsters and all in the name of ‘self-improvement’. What kind of horrible, twisted logic is that? It’s such readings that led the young psychology geek that I was to greatly dislike self-help books or anything remotely similar. Give me Christianity any day, when adhered to properly; it manufactures much better people than the quick fix nonsense you can find in the self-help section of a book shop. 
               At the end of Amare’s preaching, there was a time for notices and announcements, Rachel and Andrew got up and stood at the front to announce the news of their departure. It wasn’t a surprise to me as it wasn’t even fresh news but it still made my chest tighten and a lump form in my throat, hearing it for a second time. After the church service, somehow, I managed to get a moment alone with Rachel. It wasn’t a moment I’d contrived, it happened naturally and as a result; I wasn’t overly prepared for it. My brain – when not being tormented by imaginary blood or projected images of Paul, had been nonstop thinking about her. Thinking about her crying on the phone, about her abusive (or not) fiancé and about how the angel now stood in front of me was poised to leave me forever. 
            We stood in a quiet corner of the church, in our own little bubble. Just her and I, my heart fluttered. I felt like my whole life was just a series of paths leading to moments like this. “Stewart,” she began, her eyes were bright and her smile wide. “That food, the other night was incredible. You have to cook for us again before we go.” “Thanks” I replied, a little awkwardly. I’ve never been too adept at receiving compliments. 
            I had no idea how long our moment alone together was going to last, so I asked her the question that’d been bothering me most. “Rachel,” I started with more than a hint of trepidation. “A few weeks ago now, you phoned me and you were… crying” The words trickled out, lacking confidence, lacking conviction. Her face changed and she looked around her nervously, checking our bubble was still unbroken. She leaned forward and almost in a whisper said, “Stewart, I’m sorry about that. I really am, don’t let it concern you ok, it was nothing.” The answer didn’t appease me, I don’t know why or even how but the next question blurted out of my mouth, almost unconsciously, unstoppable and tactless. “Did Andrew do something to you?” 
                Rachel didn’t say anything but the look she had on her face was answer enough. It was as though I’d just performed an incredible mind-reading trick on her. Her face looked surprised and had that small amount of fear every face gets when it’s owner feels their private thoughts are being invaded. She looked as though her biggest secret had been ousted and without uttering a single syllable she’d told me everything. Before she could answer verbally our private moment was broken by the intrusion of Andrew.  
                He put his arm around her and whilst staring at me kissed her on the side of the head, something I viewed as a repulsive act of possession. “Hi Stewart” he said in the faux confidence he often carried with him. “I hear I missed out on some great food the other night.” I found myself completely sickened by him; I merely muttered “yeah” turned to Rachel and said, “Well, I’ll catch you later Rach.” I then spun and walked away. Just before I was out of earshot I heard Andrew say, “What’s up with him?” Which only repulsed me further. In hindsight, the strength of my reaction was out of context, Andrew had tried to pay me a compliment and I’d been rude to him. I’d reacted like that on a hunch that he might be a bad person, the kind of rash, supercilious behavior I’d usually abhor.  
                The problem with chronic paranoia is that whilst creating absurd – yet completely believable delusion, it also forces you to question reality. No matter how obviously feasible something is, you find yourself questioning it’s validity, you lose faith in your brain and for days after Rachel’s silent admission of Andrews guilt, I went over it repeatedly. Trying to fathom what I really saw on her face and in her eyes when I’d asked her the question, “Did Andrew do something to you?” 
            The next day I’d spent forty minutes walking at increasing speed, believing – beyond doubt, that DI Allen was trailing me. Only to eventually calm down and find that the person behind me was an old lady with a shopping stroller, and God knows whom else had been behind me before her. 
           When your brain is capable of this kind of delusion, when you feel like your mind is slipping away from you it’s easy to question yourself on the basics too. Was the fear on Rachel’s face just a slight horror at the mere suggestion of her loving fiancé hurting her? Was I looking to be her knight in shining armour and save her from something? Something that she didn’t need saving from, clutching at straws and devising a plot line that would ultimately end with her falling in love with me.
            Andrew had previous though and at times I was certain of his guilt. My mind swung from one conclusion to the other, sometimes second by second. My brain would pose me questions like; what if Andrew is actually perfect for Rachel and he can make her truly happy, isn’t that what you’d want? Rachel’s happiness was my number one priority and if moving away would provide her that, then I’d begrudgingly let her go. Then the pendulum would swing again and I’d work myself into a fury because a man that doesn’t deserve her is hurting the woman I love so passionately. 
              It wasn’t until the day before Rachel and Andrew were set to leave, my mind was made up, decided by a conversation I had with Amare. The conversation we had wasn’t even about Rachel. It wasn’t about Andrew or domestic abuse or about love, simply a moment of reminiscence from Amare’s archives. 
             It was a Monday, I wasn’t at work and decided to go to the church hall and help Amare clean up. Just like the first time I’d met him, he was hoovering when I got there and he stopped to make me a cup of tea. After a brief chat about the preceding day’s church service, Amare began to tell me a story of his youth in a small village, just south of Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone. The story – as with most of Amare’s yarns, was humorous and touching in equal measure. I loved his tales of Africa, to my comfortable first world ears they seemed almost unbelievable, as though from a different planet or a million years in the past. Hearing them from the mouth of a man living in my world and time was - and still is, fascinating to me. 
           Amare’s story focused on a young man called Nicolas who was a dear friend of his. Nicolas was a sensitive young boy that wore his heart on his sleeve and was widely regarded as a weak person because of this – such is the culture in western sub-Saharan Africa. The story went that Nicolas saved Amare from drowning in a river when the two teenagers were fishing. Nicolas had never learned to swim properly and the waters were infested with crocodiles but he jumped in without a moment’s hesitation and saved Amare from an early grave. 
           Amare told the story well and his eyes always dazzled when he relived his youth but it was one segment in particular that stirred me. He concluded the story by saying, “You see Stewart, Nicolas is the bravest man I’ve ever met. Not because he will risk his life for his friends or jump in with the crocodiles.” Amare’s delivery was slow and methodical. “But because of his openness. His willingness to tell you how he feels and not be afraid to have emotions.” When he said this, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, a tingling sensation ran up my back. Finally Amare looked at me and said, “Everyone came to see that they had Nicolas wrong, he was not weak for having his heart on his sleeve… he was the best of us, the strongest of us. For it takes a great man to let people into his heart.” He stopped and looked into the mid-distance and drank his brew and we both sat in silence contemplating the story. 
           I thought about the correlation, the distinct relationship between bravery and being honest about your feelings. As a species we have a deep desire to ‘fit in’ and because of this, so much of how we feel goes unspoken out of a fear that we might be the only one who feels it. Amare was right; I’d rather jump into crocodile infested waters than tell Rachel I’m in love with her. The fear that she wouldn’t say “I’m in love with you” back was far greater than the fear of being eaten alive but I had almost run out of chances. She leaves tomorrow I remember thinking to myself. If I let her go, without telling her how I feel. I could lose out on happiness because I’ve been too afraid to say anything. 
            I thanked Amare for his story and after helping him clean the rest of the church, I left with one dominating thought in my mind. I have to tell Rachel I love her. I walked straight to her flat, a forty-minute walk away. The time it took to get there was spent practicing the conversation in my head. Rehearsing my lines, trying to think of her possible range of reactions and preparing myself for them. 
         When I arrived at her door my whole body was shaking, nervous and full of doubt. I kept asking myself what I was doing, telling myself I was being stupid. On the other hand, I was sure she felt something for me too. The night she was crying she’d phoned me, not any of her other friends but me. There was a definite chemistry when we were in the same room together and the previous day she’d singled me out and told me with tears in her eyes, “I’ll really miss you Stewart, I love you and I’ll miss you so much.” I could tell that she meant the words “I love you” and I was about to find out to what extent.
               My heart pounding out of my chest, I rang the doorbell with the number three next to it and inhaled and exhaled, as though about to leap from a cliff with a parachute brand that only had a fifty percent success rate. An age seemed to pass and my heart sank, she wasn’t home and I felt my last chance to tell her I love her had passed. I turned and walked away, back towards the main street. I’d only gone a few steps when I heard the door behind me open, and her angelic voice say “Stewart?” 
            Hearing her voice made me freeze for a moment. This is it I told myself, now or never. I took a deep, deep breath and turned to face her, her beauty causing me to lose my bottle a little bit more. “Hi Rach.” I said in an almost exasperated voice. “Stewart, are you ok?” she said cautiously, sensing the anxiety coursing through me. “I’m fine” I replied and I forced a smile, “Is Andrew home?” “No, he’s finishing up the last of his work stuff.” She smiled, I felt light headed, felt committed and the lack of control over the situation was scaring the living daylights out of me. “Can I come up for a minute?” I nodded in the direction of her flat; my voice was hushed and quiet. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” 
         My mind worked over time, looking for signals. Looking for clues as to what her reaction might be. I looked into her eyes and for a split second saw something. A flash of emotion, in that split millionth of a second something told me – beyond doubt, that she loved me.” Her eyes became glossy as though she was welling up, as though she knew what was about to happen and she smiled at me and said, “Of course, come in.” 
         Driving home for my special twenty-fourth birthday dinner, I think about the day I’d took that brave leap. I think about how it changed everything, transformed my life and led to where I am now. At the time, I was so absorbed in the moment I couldn’t think ahead any further than Rachel’s answer. There were no plans beyond the immediate; I didn’t contemplate that my life would change completely from that moment. The moment I said to her, “Rachel, I’m in love with you. Please… don’t go.”    
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“Don’t Go” Part II

Are we destined to love a specific person? Our soul bound to another from the moment we’re born. Or is ‘one true love’ a romantic idea and nothing more? A whimsical notion created by the more starry-eyed of our ancestors. There are seven billion people on our planet; the idea that only one of them is your soul mate is a daunting one. The odds of that one perfect soul akin to yours living in the same town are slim to say the least. Nevertheless, because of my experiences I believe it’s possible.   
            I knew then and I know now that Rachel is my soul mate. I’d known it from the moment I’d first looked into her eyes. Being with her, being around her are the only times I feel sane and happy; being around Rachel enables me to forget the horrors of my past and become a normal, guiltless human being. 
             As I followed her up the stairs to her flat, my mind went through a million different ways of telling her how I felt. It’s strange how the brain can place such importance on the trivial. Wording was about the most insignificant thing under the circumstances but it’s what most of my mind was working on as I entered her home. Thinking and rethinking the same thoughts I’d been over for the past forty minutes. As we walked through the threshold, Rachel offered me a drink “It’s either water or orange juice, I’m afraid.” She said, “What with the packing pretty much done, it’s not exactly a great place for hosting at the minute.” 
        The flat was bare and minimally chaotic, clothes strewn about the place with opened, half packed suitcases. I’d only been there once before and it was different to how I remembered it. The evidence of the move made the reality of the situation hit me, the reality of how significant my intentions were. There was a picture of Andrew and Rachel atop one of the boxes marked ‘for airmail’ and I remember my brain beginning to work against me. That’s her fiancé it told me, she loves him, he asked her to spend the rest of her life with him and she said yes. They were planning to move to the other side of the globe together and there I was thinking she might want to stay. Thinking that me being in love with her would make any difference. 
         I steeled myself, reasoned that if I didn’t tell her, if I wasn’t open with her then I’d never know how she felt and that would torment me for years. I had enough torment going on in my head as it was, so I took a deep breath and decided to carry on with the insanity of the situation. I politely declined her offer of a drink and we stood in her open plan living/kitchen area looking at one another. “So what do you want to talk about Stew?” she said sipping water from a freshly filled glass. 
        I took my time. Partly out of fear, partly out of doubt. It seemed an eternity until my brain would let me say anything. Eventually the words trickled from my mouth, quiet and fearful. “I love you Rachel.” She looked at me with sad eyes and turned her head away, sighing. “C’mon Stewart, don’t make this any harder than it has to be.” She said, “You know I love you too. I love all you guys. Chloe, Amare and you but I have to go.” I felt my shoulders drop; she’d misinterpreted my statement as one of a loving friendship. “Besides” she continued “it’s not like we’ll lose touch. We’ll video chat online and phone each other.” 
         I closed my eyes and exhaled largely from my nostrils. “No” I said, almost in disbelief at myself “You don’t understand.” What am I doing I thought stop it. Before I could though, I said the words. “Rachel, I’m in love with you.” We maintained eye contact, the short moment after I’d said it. An invisible energy passed between us. Overwhelming, it caused me to shake. Never before in my whole life had I been that open with anyone. She didn’t say anything, just stared deep into my eyes. I wanted to stride over to her and kiss her passionately but we both stood as still as statues, frozen in a moment of extreme emotional proportions. 
         I expected her to react differently to how she did. I expected her to cry, tears of happiness and for her to joyously exclaim that she loved me too. I thought that my happy ending would begin at that moment but it didn’t. She looked at me, her face was expressionless and time seemed to slow down. “Please” I continued, my voice breaking under the weight of my feelings and of the situation, nearly losing the battle with the domineering silence. “Don’t go”.
          The words “Don’t go” lingered in the air with the desperation of a plea for survival. Rachel remained still; the cogs in my brain went into overdrive, trying to think of what else to say. Trying to think of ways to convince her to love me and stay with me. Nothing came to mind and we remained staring at each other, locked in the grip of the moment for what felt like an eternity. “Stewart.” Rachel eventually broke the spell, she looked and sounded overwhelmed by the whole thing, I remember this made me feel guilty. I had clearly put her in an uncomfortable situation. “I’m engaged… to Andrew.” She said in a slow and explanatory way. At this point I was committed, I felt there was something there, I knew she loved me, that can’t be it I thought to myself this can’t be over. 
         “Andrew hurts you though, doesn’t he?” The statement was a bold one and said accordingly. As I said the words, I felt my chest tighten, The knowledge that I’d just put myself in a ‘no going back’ situation drilled into my brain and my whole body seemed to twitch and become prickly. A fork in the road had just been created, I’d created it and now; Rachel will either leave him for me or leave me for South Africa and perhaps I’d never even hear from her again. “Stewart,” she sighed, turned her head and looked towards the floor. “You’ve asked me this before ok… look, nothing…” She couldn’t answer, couldn’t outright deny it and I knew at that point, as much as if she’d have given me a verbal admission. Andrew did hurt her. I tried to seize on it, make her realize she deserved better. “You should be with someone who really loves you.” I said, suppressing tears. “Who treats you how you deserve to be treated.” I saw her eyes well up again and I wanted to hold her. Tell her everything would be ok, that we could be together and I would look after her forever. In one final attempt to help her see, I said “Andrew isn’t right for you, he doesn’t deserve...” 
           “Fuck you.” The words, loud and vicious broke into the room uninvited. Rachel and I turned our heads in unison to see Andrew stood in the doorframe to the side of us. I’ll never know how long he’d been there but the look on his face suggested he’d been there long enough. In place of his usual swanky grin was a look of menace, his eyes bore into me and a heavy load of pent up hatred was being dumped into his head and aimed at me. “Who do you think you are” he said, his voice and body language were confrontational as he strutted into the room. Playing the part he’d assigned to himself, the part of the alpha male. His eyes remained fixed on mine, he positioned himself a couple of steps from me, his tall frame intimidating and angry. “What’s the plan here Stewart?” He said in condescending question. “You just come here and ruin everything we’ve got?” gesturing to Rachel and himself, his hands surveying the premises and all of it’s contents. 
           Abruptly, he grabbed the lapels of my jacket and brought my face close to his. His eyes had a fire in them and I felt for a moment as though I was in Rachel’s shoes. The aggression of the man was undeniably scary and it oozed from his every pore. He always did well to hide this side of himself at church and in public but here I was seeing the true nature of the beast. He whispered the following words to me with a real sincerity “Well fuck you.” 
          Rachel shouted at him “Andrew leave him alone.” I was alarmed by the fear in her voice; no one knew just how violent he was more than she did. Then, something clicked in my head, I didn’t like that Rachel saw me as vulnerable in the situation. That she thought Andrew could hurt me. Maybe it was pride or maybe those primal ‘fight or flight’ instincts kicking in again but my body reacted, separate from my brain. Taking me back to the monster I’d once been in my kitchen, I snapped.
           With a usually inaccessible strength I tore his hands from the scruff of my jacket collars and with my right hand grabbed his neck, forcing him a few steps backwards and slamming the back of his head into the wall. I held him there with one hand for a moment and looked into him, examined his soul. His face showed a mixture of pain and pure shock, he hadn’t put this in his script. He was the one that was supposed to do the intimidating. I leaned in close to him and with a brutal, confident honesty said, “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”
          My words shook me more than they did him; I was brought back to reality with an enormous bang. He didn’t know what I was capable of but I did and that scared me. My mind did what it had failed to do before, when Paul had sat in my favorite chair, it stopped me. I let go of Andrew’s neck and took a few steps backwards; he doubled over coughing “fucking freak.” He spluttered between his heaving wheezes. My vision blurred momentarily, I felt embarrassed. I looked at Rachel, hoping for an outstretched hand, a symbol of hope but it didn’t come. She just appeared horrified by my brief and insignificant act of violence. All of the expectation bled from within me, “sorry” I muttered in no particular direction and turned and left the flat. Andrew had ruined my moment, intruded on my last chance to find out how Rachel feels about me. All my hopes and dreams with regards to Rachel and I had slipped through my fingers.
        Outside it had begun to rain, heavily and it soaked through my clothes almost instantly. I walked no more than a few metres down the road, stopped and felt my heart begin to break. Before it had chance to, I heard Rachel shout my name behind me. I turned and saw her standing in the rain, drenched and beautiful. My heart momentarily forgot about breaking and leapt with joy.
        It’s a scene I’d watched a hundred times in romantic films. A cliché made real, we stood opposite each other in the pouring rain. I was certain she loved me and that she’d chased me outside because she had to tell me. She slowly approached and put her hands on my shoulders. Her face had a sad, vulnerable expression on it and as she looked into my eyes; I could tell she was doing something she found incredibly difficult. “I love you Stewart.” She said, tears forming in her eyes and mine. Her tone wasn’t the one I wanted, I sensed a “but” moment. I felt like a fool, like I’d taken a plunge and landed on the rocks, dashed and splattered a great distance from the safety of the water in which I supposed to dive. “I didn’t want to leave like this.” She said, her voice trembling and sorrowful. “I have to go with him, he’s my fiancé, Stewart.” A lengthy moment passed neither of us said anything, the only sound to be heard was the rain as it’s small droplets ferociously attacked every surrounding surface. I felt the precipitation pouring down my face, my lips sealed, rendered me silent. She leaned into me and rested a gentle kiss on my cheek. “I love you.” She said for a second time. “I’m sorry.” And with that she turned away and walked out of my life.
         I stood there on the street like a statue for a long time. The tears streamed down my face, mingling with rainwater. I could tell that she loved me, she had a deep love for me but all that served to do was increase the pain. Layer on more feelings of despair. I loved a woman with every fibre of my being, every last crumb of my soul ached for her and she loved me too. Yet because of the cruelest of cruel twists of fate, she would never be mine.
          Five years later, as I pull up in my driveway outside the semi-detached I now live in, I find myself thinking about her. I think about her every day, she’s my soul mate and I love her and I fear that will never change. Rachel and Andrew left the next day and still live in South Africa. I get occasional updates from Amare and Chloe but for obvious reasons never receive direct contact from them. I sigh and take a deep breath; I try and think of something else. It’s my birthday and I’m having a special dinner cooked for me. 
             Switching the engine off, I take two more pills from the clear plastic bag in my pocket and swallow them. I get out of the car and enter my house. On entry, a wonderful smell enchants my nostrils and lures me to the kitchen and upon opening the kitchen door; I’m greeted by a sight that never fails to make me smile. My daughter Emma, my beautiful baby girl. Just one year old, she looks at me as I enter the room and the love I have for her elevates my mood as the sight of her always does. By the oven, my wife is cooking something on the hob. “Smells great honey” I say to her, as she acknowledges my presence. She kisses me on the cheek and smiles. “Well I’m making the first thing you ever taught me to cook.” She says, “seafood linguine.” 
           Months after Rachel had left, I ultimately came to the conclusion I had to move on. Chloe and I had grown closer and eventually we started dating. Now, whilst she’s not my soul mate. Whilst I never planned for things to end up like this; she’s my wife and the mother of my child. I’d grown up and slotted myself into a life with her, a seemingly normal and conventional life.   
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Synthetic Happiness

Given a chance to live our lives again, there’s very few of us that would choose to do everything in the exact same way second time around. Maybe you’d choose to work harder, take more risks, be kinder to people. The belief of course being that if you’d have just done one or two things a little differently, your life would be better. Improved and most of all, that you’d be happier. To think this way however, is to deprive yourself of happiness because living in competition with your dreams is foolish and so often destined to cause you upset. 
         Happiness is good for us; it’s proven that the body’s reactions to the sensation have genuine health benefits. What I’ve always found interesting though is that these health benefits can also be achieved by faking. In other words, even if you’re not really feeling it, simply forcing a smile and telling yourself you’re happy will release the same hormones and chemicals into the brain causing all the positives you get from what you’d regard to be real happiness. This means, in theory that the thing we strive so hard for, the thing society and marketers tell us we need certain objects or to live in certain places to attain. Can be attained just by sitting and thinking it up and this synthetic happiness is physically just as real and just as good for you as the hard earned, sacrifice worthy, organic stuff. For me it’s one of the purest examples of how powerful the mind really is. 
       I rarely think about how I’d change my life, sure I’d dreamt of being with Rachel but as a kid I’d wanted to become a professional footballer and when even younger than that, I’d dreamt of living in a cheesecake factory. It turned out, those dreams along with a million others dissipated into thin air. I’m married to Chloe, have a beautiful daughter and a rewarding job. Considering my past and the literal skeleton in my figurative closet, I’ve made something good out of my life. And whilst a lot of my life-happiness is manufactured and synthetic, it’s scientifically proven, beyond doubt to be just as real as the happiness I’d be feeling if I played for England and Rachel were my wife at home in the cheesecake factory. 
      It’s Monday evening and as we do every Monday, Chloe, Emma and I are driving to Amare’s house for dinner. In the years I’d known her, my intelligent and determined wife had turned her hobby into an income. She now produced computer software for various small companies, working freelance as well as creating effective and useful software on the side – just for fun. 
      We have a great working relationship, her knowledge of psychology means she is often able to give me a well-informed second opinion, whenever I bring work home. My complete lack of computer knowledge means that I’m an ideal guinea pig for testing how user friendly anything that she creates is. 
       Monday nights at Amare’s are always good fun, he lives alone and so enjoys the company and he loves my little family as his own. As usual, he greets us at the door with his beaming smile and immediately steals Emma from Chloe’s arms. He has a knack of making Emma laugh, so much so I occasionally feel jealous of it. Almost at will he can get her to giggle, creating that most beautiful sound of a baby laughing. 
        Amare isn’t the best cook in the world and our visits were definitely more about the social aspect than the dining. We’d often end up with a take-away in fact but tonight as I enter his house I can smell he’s making my favourite, Amare’s famous African stew. The ingredients to which, I’m not privy to and are a closely guarded secret. 
          We eat together and he regales us with yet another of one of his stories. Afterwards, when Amare and I are alone in the kitchen – washing and drying the dishes, I ask him something that’s been on my mind for a couple of days. “Amare, on Friday,” I begin, he looks at me with his usual courtesy and attentiveness. “I couldn’t help but notice, that you weren’t your usual self.” He looks puzzled for a second and then shrugs. “Weren’t I?” “Not really” I reply, “like something was bothering you.” I say it in a blasé manner, as if making small talk. I’d been analyzing people long enough to know they didn’t like being analyzed. Long enough to know that inoffensive small talk is a much more effective way of prizing a person open. He tilts his head back in a staged thinking pose and rubs his chin for good measure. “Ah yes,” he says eventually, “Well aren’t you Mr. Perceptive?” he chuckles and continues, “it’s nothing to concern you Stewart, nothing to concern me in fact. I’d just had a tricky time before I came over to see you.” I watch him as he speaks, as is always the case, he’s being honest. I smile, Amare is fine and the world regains it’s natural order. 
        “Do you mind me asking what, in particular was troubling you?” I say, again casually as I hand him a plate. “Oh it was nothing really” he replies, taking the plate from me and drying it. “I’d just had a brief workshop with one particular youth and they were… difficult.” There’s a pause before the word difficult, which lends extra meaning to the word. “How do you mean?” I offer the obvious conversational continuation and Amare looks at me. “Sometimes, I meet one of these kids and think I cannot help them. I just look to the heavens and pray for forgiveness… for them and for me.” He seems genuinely upset at the thought of being unable to help someone, which causes me to laugh. “What’s funny?” he asks, his face creased with puzzlement. I slap his shoulder and smile at him, “nothing funny” I say, “I’ve just never met anyone that would be quite so bothered that they couldn’t help a stranger.” He smiles and after allowing himself a chuckle, turns to me and with an irresistible sincerity asks, “maybe you could talk to them, you know… as a psychologist?” “Who, the kid? What makes you think I can help them?” My tone is one of modesty; I’d love to help Amare in any way I can, I’m not asking in an attempt to pass the buck. “Would you mind?” he asks again, cautiously and I tell him I’ll do whatever I can. 
         When home, Chloe and I lay on the sofa together and she tells me some exciting news. Some software she’s created has garnered interest from a large company based in New York, I react in the usual way to this kind of information, “that’s great.” Whenever Chloe sold some of her work it meant a few months of living relatively luxuriously, not worrying in any way about bills or providing for Emma. She sits up and looks at me, her face close to mine. She’s an attractive woman, her eyes are deep and mysterious and despite my ongoing thoughts and feelings about Rachel, I do love Chloe. “It’s better than great.” She says with a wry smile. “This company is very rich and very interested.” “Go on…” I tell her with a genuine air of curiosity. “They rate the software I’ve created very highly and providing they still like it after a demo, may want to buy it outright.” I look back at her; she’s speaking with a rare enthusiasm. “Which means?” I ask, not wanting to jump to any conclusions. “Which means…” she pauses and utters the following slowly and with a small element of drama. “They could offer us a life changing sum of money.” Her face has a strange expression as it looks at me, she was never surprised by any success I’d seen her have, as though she expected it of herself. This good news was being told to me with a look of ‘about time’ etched across her features.
           Unlike myself, Chloe has hardly aged at all in the last five years. Her red streak of hair has gone, leaving her hair completely black but her gaunt, pale face still has a youthful look to it and she still wears a lot of eye make up, giving her the porcelain, yet slightly gothic look I’ve always known her to have. I find it easy to think of her as something not completely human, she doesn’t age and she seems to have an incredible understanding of everything. Like she’s been around for millions of years, a timeless, all knowing entity to which I am just the latest chapter of a never-ending book. Adding to this, there’s that tangible pain in her eyes, permanently dwelling there like a mysterious cloud behind the iris. Like she’s witnessed and experienced unspeakable things. 
        I put my arms around her and kiss her, “That’s amazing… you’re incredible.” We lie together and silently appreciate each other’s company.
         I’d never told Chloe my dark secret, never even hinted at it. Even to myself it was now buried so deep, I can hope with a degree of optimism that it’ll never surface again. I’d found ways and means of suppressing its effect on my mind and getting on with life. However I wouldn’t be surprised if somehow, she already knew. She knew virtually everything else and was incredibly sharp. It’s like being married to Sherlock Holmes. 
        When we first started dating – on our first date in fact. Chloe had given me a small glimpse into her past. She told me in her late teens, she had spent a very brief amount of time working as a prostitute. She told me that if it bothered me, she’d understand and we’d continue being just friends. It didn’t bother me though more confused me. Chloe is an intelligent, powerful, controlled woman and her revelation was more shocking than off-putting. It’s impossible to associate the image I have of Chloe with the exploited, victimized image I have of a prostitute. That first date is perhaps the only time I’d seen her even resemble vulnerability and it gave her a more human edge, learning about her past. What’s strange though is that she told me in a very matter-of-fact way. No shame, sadness or even embarrassment in her voice and whilst a fairly secret, fairly dark aspect of her previous life; I could tell this information wasn’t the whole of it. The fact she ended up in a seedy underworld was only the tip of the iceberg. It was clear that prostitution was not the ‘rock bottom’ she’d referred to when I first met her and Amare at the church. It wasn’t the reason for the pain in her eyes.
           To this day, I’ve never found what is and thus our rather strange relationship has evolved, we both have secrets from each other and are both perfectly happy with that situation. Whilst we’re upfront and honest with each other about new life-developments, I’m happy for her to keep her past to herself if it means I can do the same. It’s not a conventional marriage but it works for us. 
         Soon after her good news update, Chloe yawns and stretches, exclaiming, “I’m going to bed.” She stands up and saunters off towards the stairs. “I’ll be up in a minute” I reply. She leaves the room and I head to the downstairs bathroom. Inside, I take the small plastic bag from my pocket. “Shit” I mutter under my breath as I see there are only two pills left inside, I take them and rustle the empty packet. 
         Upstairs I kiss Chloe on the forehead and tell her I’d forgotten to bring the bins in, “I’ll be back in a minute.” “Do it in the morning.” She groans sleepily, her hand outstretched like a baby grabbing at thin air. I ignore her and head outside, once there I look up ensuring the windows are closed and enter the shed in the back yard. I pull my phone from my pocket and scroll through my contacts until I get to the name ‘Dan’. I dial and lift the phone to my ear.
          Back when I was a teenager, I’d wanted to distance myself from Dan, surround myself with better people but life doesn’t always behave how you want it to and five years later I still see him around once a fortnight.
         “Let me guess,” he answers the phone, “You’ve run out again?” I sigh and rub my forehead, constantly glancing out of the small shed window for signs Chloe is watching me. “Dan, have you got another batch, I need them.” I say in a hushed voice, he sniggers a little. “You’re running out quicker and quicker, aren’t you Stew?” He frustrates me, I’m sure he does it on purpose. “Don’t fuck around Dan, have you got any or not?” My voice showing signs of frustration, “Hey,” Dan shouts defensively, “When do I ever let you down? Be at my place tomorrow… bring cash.” With his final statement, the line goes dead. I bring the bins in and head to bed. Chloe snuggles up to me and I feel her breathing change as she falls asleep. I lay there, eyes wide, staring at nothing in particular. 
          There’s one thing I’ve managed to keep from Chloe, one ‘new life-development’ she hadn’t picked up on. In the past few years, I’ve developed a dependency, a need for a very specific drug and she can’t know about it, she can never know because this dependency is the key to what lies buried deep down in the recesses of my mind. The key to what I fear, might be the real me. 
           The ways and means I’d found of suppressing the effects of the past on my mind, essentially the solution to getting on with my life, that key element to my synthetic happiness… is a chemical one. 
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They say that the definition of insanity is ‘doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results’. I can, with some degree of experience tell you that this however, is a complete load of horseshit. Insanity, sure enough could cause you to do this but to limit it like that is insensitive and naïve. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]         In my experience, insanity is when fantasy (or delusion, paranoia etc.) cannot be separated from reality in a person’s mind or to be more specific, in my mind.      
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