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“I wipeit off onftile, thelight is brighter thistime
Everything is 3D blasphemy

My eyes arered and gold, the hair is standing straight up
Thisisnot theway | pictured me

| can’t control my shakes

How the hell did | get here?

Something about this, so very wrong

| haveto laugh out loud, | wish | didn't like this

Isit adream or amemory?’

Corey Taylor (8)



one

Johnny liked it when people accused him of being weird. He thought it added
another dimension to his character, made him appear more interesting. He took
great pleasure in recounting some of his more bizarre dreams and thoughts,
exaggerating as necessary, treating his listeners’ usual weirdness-approval
responses asapersona compliment. Asif what they meant to say was*wow, you
have a great mind, Johnny, you' re deep.” He envied his friends when they had
dreams wilder and stranger than any of his, even with exaggeration. They didn’t
seem to care about the audience they were stealing from him, they didn’t
appreciate the rush. If there was a drug Johnny could take to speed up his
overactive imagination, he would take it. The cheese-before-going-to-sleep
routine did fuck all for him. And it wasn’t asif it was a problem he could share
with the medical community.

Something told him this morning that the hazy residue from hisnight’ swork
could bewell worth remembering. Aswith all hisdreams, the recollection began
with a spark. Something seen or said that returned his mind to the place it had
been while he slept. It was on the walk to college that he began to remember.
Unaware of the laughs his puzzled face was earning from the secondary school
kids along his path, he concentrated hard, focusing on the colourful visions
washing back into hisbrain. He saw the street hewason, also in hismind. But the
colourswereall screwed up. The sky wasamurky shade of swamp green, and the
tarmacadam road was a dirty yellow hue. He was alone on the street, which was
odd, considering itsusual bustle. A quick thought consulted him—perhapsit was
night, and he was seeing some sort of photo negative? The sky above was usually
acold mix of dark night and the fluorescence from the town’ s street lamps, and
the road should be pitch black. Having explained this much to himself, hefound
himself drifting past the entrance to the church, which was eerily dark, and not the
welcoming red-brick building he was used to. He passed onerow of houses after
another, each block distorted, and seemingly melting and swaying with an
invisible breeze. The railway bridge loomed over at the end of the street, its
warning markings an alien pallor. Passing under the bridge, the bright shades of
the Post Office jumped out at him. Gone was the dull green that dominated the



shopfront, and in was a delicate pink. Johnny had always harboured athing for
pink.

It's not a fucking girl’s colour...

He found himself drawn to the new shades, and came to a stop at the letter
slot. And pulled awhite envelope from hi s coat pocket. Without checking that the
stamp was secure, aswas hisnorm, he slipped theletter into the mouth and heard
it drop to the dry floor below.

His eyes were a mixture of hate and disappointment as he left behind the
colourful dreamed images, and trudged once more through the grey December
morning.

“That’sfuckingit?’, he muttered incredulously. Big deal. He had thought that
it was going places. Like bringing him further into the town, where he would note
the changes, and congratulate himself on his mental ability to join fact with
fiction. But posting a letter? Shit, he didn’t need to dream to do that.

Collegewasitsusual monotonous, uninformative self. It wouldn’t be so bad if
he had a couple of peopleto talk to, but it seemed to him that he had missed the
section on the CAO form which had said “this course is strictly for arseholes.”
Which made him the only non-arseholein hisclass. Therewas afabulousrange
for him to dislike—the arrogant Dublin fucks who knew it all; the idiot country
boys who fought, ridiculed, and paid little heed to their own hygiene; the nai ve
jumper crowd, just in from secondary school, with motherswho cried when they
left the roost each Sunday; and a stack of the most pompous, self-inflated bitches
on the go. He couldn’t lie—he'd giveit to one or two of the girls, but the chance
would not arise. The full extent of his conversations with any of them had been
“what class are we in next?’, or “where’sroom 313?.” And he was fucked if he
was going to do thewhole social thing. All hisfriendswerein college elsewhere,
and hardly any of them bothered to come home at the weekend. Not that he
blamed them —hewouldn’t if he had the choice. So most of hissocial time went
on travelling to these magical other places, where the women were good,
plentiful, and willing to talk to him.



The freezing drizzle had reduced his ears to numb flaps by the time he got
home that evening. He would have worn his hat but for the fact that it was bright
green - immediately recognisabl e —and he had been wearing it the night one of
his shithead friends had kicked acar’ swindscreenin. Dez had been inconsolable
after Spurs had lost to Arsenal, and alittle alcohol had only compounded his
problems. Which was fine, but as they ran from the screaming car, Dez could
return to his cosy little flat in Dublin, while Johnny was | eft to roam the home
streetsin disguise. His hat was the first thing any witnesses would have seen
racing down thestreet, so it made sensetoretireit. He couldn’t relay thisstory to
his mother, naturally, so he put up with the scoldings.

There were two letters thrown liberally on the desk in hisroom. He
recognised the gaudy envelopefrom Telecom Internet, looking for more money. It
partially obscured a plain white envelope, which he naturally reached for first. His
name was printed on the front in bold type—athing he himself had started doing
lately to fool peopleinto thinking that it was something of importance, rather than
asimple tribal exchange of insultsand kudos. He tore at the back flap, cursing it
for not being one of the user-friendly envel opes, which opened fully with only the
slightest encouragement. It was a messy opening, but his thoughts were on the
odd shape of the contents. It wasn’'t a regular letter, but of amore rigid nature.
The envelope came apart in his hands, and he immediately recognised the
unmistakabl e flipside of aPolaroid photograph—ashiny black square borderedin
white. He grabbed the photo, and turned it over. Hisfirst reaction wasto smile.
And then his hormones subsided, and he frowned.

Why would someone send him a picture of atopless woman? More to the
point, a Polaroid of atopless woman? That seemed to suggest something of a
more personal design —if it had been a clippi ng from amagazine or newspaper,
there would not have been the same amount of puzzlement. But a photograph, an
original snap? There were more questions— the woman’s face was not fully
visible. Her head appeared to be twisted at an odd angle, and the part of her mouth
inview offered astrange, tired leer. She seemed to be draped over a nondescript
armchair, and it was the split seconds following the outline of the chair that led
Johnny to the strangest discovery. The woman was wearing a pair of football
shorts — light blue, with darker blue shades running through, and three white



stripes along the visible thigh. Johnny could not make out any logo, but he
recognised the shorts straight away.

He had worshipped the Belgian goalkeeper Jean-Marie Pfaff as a young
teenager, and taken in every single detail about his hero. To him, Pfaff was
unique, inthat hetook so much pridein hisappearance, he never looked dirty, or
messy, but always immaculate. Pfaff was helped in this regard by the fact that
Adidas, the kit manufacturerswho supplied both the Belgium national team, and
Bayern Munich, Pfaff’sclub side, were at the pinnacle of their designs. And their
kits always|ooked the best on Pfaff. One of Johnny’sfavourites had been alight
blue shirt, with darker blue shades, and white trim. It was the matching shortsto
this jersey that the topless woman in his Polaroid was wearing.

Hisfather was humming some Kinks song at the dinner table, and the bastard
thing kept interrupting Johnny’ sthoughts. Asit was, he was being hounded by his
mother for not touching his steak.

“What's wrong with you, are you not hungry?’

Herealised that it would be mentally more convenient to just eat some steak,
and then try to work through the thingsin his head. Was that merely a
coincidence? He had seen pictures before of women posing in football gear, but
never in those shorts. Shit, they hadn’t been worn by any team in ten years. So
wherethe fuck did she get them? And how did she know to wear them in apicture
for him? Fuck, why was she sending a picture to him anyway? As he sliced
through his meat once more, he paused the questionsto take note of thefact that
he was being remarkably cool about the whole thing. After all, if some chick
wants to send pictures of herself with her tits out, how bad? But who is she, and
why send it to him? Fuck, those shorts....

Poring over the picture again that evening, he made very little headway in
attempting to further understand its meaning or its source. And Johnny was never
happy until he at | east had optionsasto what hisanswers could be. No matter how
much he racked his mind, he did not see how anyone could have meant to puzzle
him. Sure, some of his older mates would have been around when he waxed
lyrical about Jean-Marie Pfaff, and maybethey even still remembered. But where
thefuck would they get those damned shorts? Hefell upon the assumption that it
could only be coincidental. Some picture taken years ago. Someone had taken this



pictureof their girlfriend, or mate, or something. And one of hismateshad come
across it, seen the shorts, and thought it was appropriate for Johnny. Y eah, that
was good for him. It was the only explanation he could muster. He'd email Dez,
or Brian, or maybe Stan, and see if they knew anything.

There were highlights of some Italian Serie A game on late that night, and he
stayed up towatchit. He had no real interest in the league anymore, seeing ashis
adopted team, Bari, had long since been relegated. He decided against listening to
afew tunes on the headphones before he hit the sack, and instead climbed straight
into bed. He checked once more that he had removed his new Polaroid from the
desk and hidden it, and switched off hislamp. Having had along strenuous day
listening to shithead lecturers, walking to and from the college, and puzzling over
some topless girl in a Polaroid, sleep was not that far away. But as hard as he
tried, he could not drop off. He swung hislegs out of the bed, and walked dazily
to the bathroom. He poured himself a glass of water, took a piss, and suddenly
decided to check hisemails. He padded back into hisroom, and switched on his
ageing P.C., quickly pumping the volume back down, so as to not wake anyone
else. The system loaded up, and shortly he was moving around his South Park
desktop. He doubled-clicked on the Outlook Expressicon, and the mail program
sprang up on screen. He hit the “Send & Receive” button, and the “ Checking
Mail” window popped up. A message appeared, telling him he had one new
message to bereceived. The speed at which it moved along the progress bar told
Johnny that there was some attachment to the email, afile of some sort. The
progress bar inched slowly towards the end, and disappeared. A further window
appeared, proclaiming that the program was“ Combining Partial Messages.” Then,
the familiar error box popped up. There would have been an accompanying
annoying click, but Johnny had disabled the sound.

“Error retrieving attachment. Message returned to sender.”

“Dumb shit”, muttered Johnny. Hetried his mail account again, but thistime
there was no message waiting for him.

He opened his eyes, and the panic he knew all too well gripped him. He was
paralysed; hiseyesdarted around the room, and hetried unsuccesfully to jerk his
shoulder in loose retaliation.



“Hey!”, he blurted, but nothing came out. His own silence, coupled with the
booming sound of theintended word inside hishead, wasterrifying. He shook his
head from side to side, but in the real world, he was asrigid as aplank. Then, it
suddenly registered itself with him. He knew where he was. He' d been here
before, and he was immediately ashamed of himself for letting panic exert her
influence. Thefirst couple of timeshe’ d experienced sleep paralysis, he had been
convinced that he was dying, that whatever power was above him, wastaking his
body back from him. But then he had stumbled upon an article on the subject in
some sci-fi magazine. It was simply the Old Hag paying him avisit once more—
the Grey Ghost, the Kanashibari, the Popobawa. A mythical visitation, to explain
the reality of dreaming whilst awake, silently screaming while waiting for the
body to catch up with the brain. Johnny had found himself becoming more and
more accustomed to the sleep paralysis as time went on—oncetheinitial panic
had passed; he enjoyed thefeeling of complete paralysis, and the heightened sense
of perception that hisbrain enjoyed while hisbody still slept. Hewould rate each
occurrence with the last — each one would increase slightly in length. With his
body returning to normal, his heartbeat levelling off, and his breath slowing, he
turned over and closed his eyes once more.



The next morning, he was able to recount his latest experience of the waking
dream to his breakfasting family. None of them had ever known anything likeit,
so they listened politely while Johnny dramatically relayed his tale of struggle
with the night demons. After the twelfth explanation, they had more or less
exhausted any interest that they may have had in the subject, but there were
enough mannersto spare Johnny thisfact. This onewas especially lame—instead
of an interesting dream to go with the paralysed part, all he did was drink water,
piss, and play with his computer.

“Don’t forget, you have to go into work this evening. Jimissick.”

“Yeah, | didn’t forget.”

He didn’t mind the job so much —the bigger of the two record shopsin the
town, and he worked there Saturdays and the occasional weekday evening. He got
to work with music, which was cool —and also the nearest he’ d get to the music
business, seeing asthose other bastards had kicked him out of the band. What was
the fucking point in having afemale singer anyway? The music they had been
doing was too heavy to have some girl singing. Bastards.

College came and went in asurprising flurry of artistic talent. Johnny had it
all laid out in his mind —he was going to finish thistwo-bit shithead coursein 2
years, and then fuck off to America, where he'd start another band. His band.
He' d work with the poxy diploma he was going to get, and use his spare time
putting a band together. He already had a name — Clinch. He spent avery
productive day designing alogo for his band, and even went as far as to throw
together adetailed cover sketch—probably only asingle sleeve, though. Hedidn't
like complicated album covers. And he had enough lyrical content to fill a
Queensryche-style double concept album. All he needed was afew like-minded
musicians to work with, and he’' d be sorted. America was where all the good
bands were coming from anyway, and in 2 years, they’ d be ready for something
new.

“Fucking great.”



He' d only been behind the counter thirty minutes when she walked in. Susan
fucking Welch. The new singer, hisreplacement. He turned hisback on her, and
appeared to busy himself with an order of Celine Dion singles. If shewasfooled,
she wasn'’t paying any heed.

“Hey, Johnny, alright?’

He may have been many things, but he wasn’t rude. He turned around,
holding back on smiling. She was the enemy, after all. She stood before him, her
head to one side, tugging absent-mindedly at along strand of brown hair caught
behind her ear.

“Hi, Susan.”

“You’re not normally here on Fridays, are you?”

“Yeah, I’'mjustin‘cosJim’ssick.”

“What's wrong with him?’

Why did she care? Jim wasn’t in the band.

“1 don’t know, | just got acall to comein.”

“Areyou here until nine?’

“Yeah, I'm locking up.”

“Y ou doing anything after?’

“No, not really.”

He had every intention to call to Dez when he got back at ten —Dez usually
brought down ahealthy bag of grass, whenever he bothered to come home. But a
part of Johnny wasinterested in hearing what Susan fucking Welch had to offer as
an alternative.

“I'll bein Dolan’sif you want to call in for apint?’

For abrief second, he wastaken aback. What was this? She’ d never bothered
her ass to ask him to go drinking when he was the singer, and she was a mere
hanger-on, with no connections to him or to the band. But like any red-blooded
mal e dropped into theact, he saw through the querying bitternessto thewonder as
to why she wanted to see him. He saw through to her wet blue eyes, the T-shirt
with*“ Snot” emblazoned onit, jutting out quietly from her breasts; her hips, barely
outlined by the slightly over-sized trousers she was wearing.

“Yeah, I'll call infor onewhen I’'m done here.”

“Cool”, she smiled, and turned on her heels. He watched her hair sway as he
left the shop, thelast traces of her scent leaving his senses. He stood there quietly
for amoment before having to turn to deal with another customer.
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He locked the shop at nine, and walked the short distance to Dolan’s. For a
Friday evening, it wasremarkably empty, and he spotted Susan with no difficulty.
He took hisjacket off, threw it beside her, and headed to the bar. She had three-
quarters of apint in front of her, so he decided against offering her another. He
ordered a Carlsberg, took agreedy gulp, and made hisway back to her table. She
moved her legs to make room for him, and he slid into the seat beside her.
Surprisingly, for someone who had never more than the odd pleasantry to
exchange with him, she got straight to her point.

“Look, | feel shitty about the whole band thing. It probably seemsreally bad
toyou....”

She left an inviting pause, and Johnny let himself in.

“No, I’'m not the happiest about it, but what can | do?’

Her frown deepened as he said this, and he thought shelooked even better like
that. Heart-tuggingly disturbed, and pensive.

“1 know that we weren’t exactly the bestof friends before, but | don’t want us
to fall out, or not talk, over this.”

Her sad tones pulled him in like a magnet.

“l don’t blame you at all, I’ ve no gualms with you.”

“No? So you’ re not mad at me?’

“No, it’sthe others | don’t want to talk to”, and he managed a smile.

“Well, | understand if you’ re pissed with them, but aslong aswe’recool, I'm
happy.”

With that out of the way, the two moved on to how college was going for
them respectively, what new bands were worth checking out, and what their
mutual friends were up to, before she left for her lift at ten, and he headed to
Dez’ splace. She parted with aloose promise to see him later, possibly over the
weekend. It was a proposition he found himself liking more and more as he
hunched his shoulders against the cold night air.

Johnny had the foresight to pick up a packet of Rizlas and some Pepsi from
the petrol station enrouteto Dez’s, just in case. Needlessto say, hislong-haired
friend had a small amount of gear |eft over from the week, and he was delighted
to see Johnny bearing gifts.

“Man, I’'m all out of skins, and | can’t leave the gaff ‘cos Munchkinis
asleep.”
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Munchkin was his younger sister, and if he was baby-sitting, it was apparent
that his parents were on the piss. The two settled in Dez’ s room, and he span
“Master Of Puppets’ at areasonablevolume, so asnot to wake the sleeping child.
As Dez threw the first of the night’sjoints together, the two of them swapped
what little had gone onin their lives since they had last met. The room was
turning foggy by the time Johnny got around to asking about the Polaroid.

“No, man”, said Dez, exhaling, “it wasn’t me. Could have been Bri or Stan.
Don’'t know what they’re at.”

Johnny’ s brain was starting to melt nicely, so hedidn’t really gi ve much of a
fuck who was responsible. He went on to describe his encounter with Susan. Dez
was already licking a second set of skins.

“She’safox”, heoffered. Johnny fended off accusationsthat hewas*well in”
with her, and the two shared their opinions asto what exactly they’d liketo do to
Susan Welch.

“1 wouldn’t mind if shewasatotal bitch, ‘ costhen | could hate her for taking
my place.”

Dez, who had never been more than aglorified roadie with the band, grunted,
his mind consumed with a contrary roach.

“But the thing is, she's so cute, and sound, and everything.”

Hesigned off asasecond large spliff came hisway, with ordersto spark it up.
Some minutes later, their conversation topic had moved on to why the Muppets
kept allowing the overly-critical Statler and Waldorf into their shows.



three

The long walk home, with fresh cold air passing through his well-stoned head,
was most pleasant. He mumbled away to himself, something about a Polaroid
cameraand Susan Welch, and blue goalkeeper shorts. He madeit asfar asthe 24
hour service station, and bought a generous array of cheap crisps, to combat the
growling hunger in his stomach. Hewolfed four packets straight down, and then
pocketed the rest, with a view to enjoying them while he watched a video at
home. The Crow seemed like a good idea. Y ou had to be in the right frame of
mind to watch The Crow, and he reckoned he was.

It wasaremarkably still, clear night, and the brightness of the stars seemed to
go hand in hand with the biting chill. He was proud of himself for this romantic
thought, and wondered if Susan would like it. He decided that she wasn’t the
Shakespearean type. And tried in vain to remember any Snot song.

“ She had Snot on her shirt”, he declared out loud, and then laughed when he
realised what he had said. He thought he’ d avoid the front way home—the night-
clubs would be getting out, and there was always boys in from the country,
looking for fights.

“Dumb redneck fucks”, he agreed with himself. He jumped as he heard a
sound ahead of him, but it turned out to be an extremely drunken old guy, who
hailed Johnny, and needlessly informed him that “it’s a cold one.”

He turned past Mitchell’s Corner, and headed towards the old schools.
Besidesthetwo boarded buildings, only the basketbal | courtsremained, and were
ahaven for idiotswho had seen White Men Can’t Jump too many times, and spent
most of their free time shooting hoops. “ They’re harmless’, Johnny scolded
himself, “so don’t call themidiots. You'retheidiot.” He felt afaint glow of
righteous pride as he corrected himself. The courtswere empty, aswerethe dark
buildings further up on the opposite side of the road. Something ahead of him
caught hiseye. He squinted, and faintly focussed upon the yellowing outline of a
man. He was too far away to make out properly, but had a strange glow around
him. Johnny stopped dead alittle further on, seized by a mild, interested force.
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The shimmering shape stood completely still, hands thrust deep into the
pockets of hislong overcoat. The effect of the glow on his face was such that
Johnny was having great difficulty in zooming in upon hisfeatures. There was a
sense of superiority, of higher authority, about the way in which the man stood
before him. If Johnny hadn’t been so childishly puzzled, he would have
indignantly pressed the stranger on what exactly it was that made him so much
better. But he was along way from being able to summon any of his petulant,
confrontational swings, the onesthat had got him into minor scufflesonahandful
of drunken occasions. His mind was all at once frustrated at not being able to
make out the man’s face, and also urging him to hold back, to keep his silent
position, to allow the immediate devel opment of the scene before making any
judgements. His breath distorted the space between them, the yellow glow
flashing gently between the steamy clouds. Still the man-shape remained
motionless; still his face refused to focus. Johnny felt the gentle, cold hand of
panic snaking itsway around hisneck. Forcing hisaddled brain to reason, asking
him exactly what the fuck was going on. What did this yellow fucking thing
want? But there were no answers forthcoming. Hisjagged breaths were amixture
of rising fear and disbelieving incomprehension.

For the shortest second Johnny had ever known, the man’s face came into
focus. Johnny’ seyeswereinadvertently trained on hislips, catching aglimpse of
athin smile, and nothing more. Asthe yellow face dissolved into the glow once
more, Johnny felt a wave of patient heat on his face, warming his skin, and
tugging gently at the tight terror-grip around his neck. Bringing comfort to his
cold body, and asking him to let go of the fear. Something told him that by
obeying them, by making the fingers happy, he would bring forth great rewards.
And then, just as suddenly as they had appeared, the warm fingers were gone;
along with the shimmering image that had sent them. What little was | eft of
Johnny’ s panic slowly subsided, and he waited for afew seconds before
continuing up the road, pausing deliberately at the point at which he thought the
shape had been. There was no sign, no trace, nothing unusual. His heavy,
shrugging feet took him the short distance home, where he scribbled some
muddled wordsin hisdiary, and collapsed into hisbed, crispsstill in hispockets.
Therewasno visit from the night demonsthistime, but there were strange dreams
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about coloured man-mists, which, likeall hisstoner dreams, werelong forgotten
by the morning.



four

He was working all day Saturday, and longed for five thirty, when he could lose
the garish shop polo shirt, and get ready for another night on the rip. He amused
himself by spinning a couple of albumsthat he knew Gary the manager would not
approve of. Hell, he wasn't there, he was gone to rectify some order problems
with the suppliers, and it’ snot asif anyone was going to complain, wasit? Only a
few schoolgirls wrinkled their noses up at the industrial poundings, and one
annoying little shit got him to play a Steps b-side before she decided to splash out
four quid on the damn thing. Dez called in during the afternoon. When his
assistance was not required elsewhere in the shop, Johnny told him of what had
now become his “trip” on the way home. He was convinced he had been
hallucinating — it was too weird to be anything else.

“Cool. | just panned out on the bed after you left.”

“Usual tonight?’

“Yeah, | reckon. Dolan’s at ten?”

“Cool with me. Are the others home?”

“Dunno.”

Some middle-aged bat dropped a Corrs C.D. loudly on the counter, loudly
enough to grab Johnny’ s attention. He hoped the dark glare he flashed her got the
point across. He turned away from Dez to attend to his customer.

“Call in for me on the way down, alright?”

“Yeah, sure. Takeit easy.”

His dinner wasn’t ready by the time he got home, so Johnny took a quick
shower. He shaved the dark shadow from his face, and threw on clean trousers
and ablue T-shirt. Heflicked on hiscomputer, and waited, drumming hisfingers
on the desk. He opened his mail program once more, and clicked on “ Send and
Receive.” Therewerefive messageswaiting for him. They took abit longer than
usual, so one of them probably had an attachment — could be Brian or Stan
sending him shit. The receiving window disappeared, and he scanned the five
senders’ names. Anonymous, Telecom Internet, Real Player G2, twice, and
another Mail Returned message. He quickly read through the advertisements, and
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checked to see if Telecom Eireann were offering anything worthwhile, before
returning to the first message.

“Anonymous my ass’, he smirked. That was one of the advantages of owning
your own P.C.—youtend tolearn alot, and Johnny knew how to determine, at the
very least, the internet provider of any anonymous mail. From there, it was
usually a short step to working out who exactly was the perpetrator. He opened
the message, and was informed that the attached file was al so being opened, for
preview. It was a JPG file, an image of some sort. He waited patiently for the
picture to load up. There was no message, no title even, just the picture. Which
itself wastitled “Image.jpg” — not exactly the most helpful.

“Comeon”, he muttered. His mother hollered down the hallway, calling his
sister for her dinner.

“Yourswill be ready in afew minutes, Johnny”, she added.

The picture had loaded, and Johnny scrolled down to view it.

“Cool!”, was hisimmediate reaction. It was a picture of Susan Welch, in an
anguished live performance pose. She was squatting on one knee, one hand
supporting herself, the other pressing a microphone into her face, her features
contorted into ascream of hate or passion, he couldn’t decide which. Her hair was
matted against one side of her face with sweat, and what little eyeliner she had
been wearing was tricking down her cheek in the tiniest of streams. He didn’t
recognise the venue — there wasn’t enough of it shown. But he recognised the
band — Finn, the drummer, had a unique way of arranging his cymbals, and
Johnny remembered this from his days as their frontman. Here was a picture of
his old band, with their new singer. Shit, he didn’t know that they had played any
gigs with her.

“Nice of someoneto fucking tell...” Hetrailed off as he noticed the
frontwoman’s T-shirt. It was green, darkened in places by sweat, with alarge
yellow logo. Her left arm, partially wrapped in microphone cord, was covering the
last letter, but Johnny could maketherest out—C,L,I,N and C. Clinch. Hisband's
name. Not only that, but written in the same gothic flourish that he had spent so
long designing in college the day before.

“ Shiiiit.”

How had he managed to do that? He had, unwittingly, copied the band’ sname
and their fucking logo. Bastards. Who the fuck were they? He' d never heard of
them. Probably another of these asshole punk bands who were good for nothing
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other than taking all the decent names. With a sunken mood, he turned his
attention to seeing what wiseguy had sent him the picture. He consoled himsel f
briefly with the thought that no-one could have intended to burst hisbubblelike
this, seeing as he had told no-one of his new band’s name. No, it was probably
Dez, acting on Johnny’s praise of Susan the night before. He clicked the right
mouse button, brought up a menu of options for the message, and clicked on
Properties. If “10OL” was mentioned anywhere, it was Dez. He was the only
person he knew who used Ireland OnLine as a provider, so it had to be him.

“Doink!”

He frowned at the error message that appeared on screen. Some shit about
kernels causing internal errors.

“Piece of shit!”, slapping the side of the monitor. The system insisted that it
had to close down the mail program, so Johnny closed it down. He reopened
Outlook Express, and went once more to the properties of the new message.

“Doink!”

“God fucking damn!”

His patiencefried, hereached for the power button and pushed it asviolently
as possible. It meant having to check for errors and all that shit the next time he
used it, but fuck it, it was worth it. It was only a damn picture of that young one
singing, who caredwho sent it?1t’snot asif it was.... Remembering the Polaroid,
he jumped acrosstheroom, and reached behind his stereo. Thefirst sweep of his
hand brushed off a broken tape case, old id cards, but no Polaroid.

“Work withme”, he breathed, pulling the stereo out fromthewall. Therewas
enough of a gap to hook his entire arm around, and he trawled through the crap
for the photo. He still could not feel it. Already frustrated from the shithead
computer, he yanked viciously at the stereo, but taking sufficient care to avoid
ripping the cables at the back. The pile of vinyl lying lazily against the sound
system slid into life, and one by one, the records skated off the desk onto the
floor.

“FUCK!”

He heard his mother’ sfootsteps as she approached the door. She knocked, and
forced her head around.

“Areyou aright?’
“No, I’'m not.”
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“Areyou looking for something?.”

Thiswas not said with the air of someone who knew damn well what Johnny
was looking for, and was just waiting to snare him.

“No, it’s nothing.”

“Well, your dinner’ s ready.”

She closed the door behind her, and Johnny crashed the stereo back against
the wall. Where the fuck was that Polaroid?

Heate hisdinner in asulking silence. No-one ever went into hisroom without
asking, apart from his mother, to tidy what needed to be tidied. So what had
happened to the photo? He was damn sure he had thrown it behind the stereo. One
more sweep of hisarm, just before he left the house, again proved fruitless. He
rummaged in thewicker bin by hisbed, to seei f he had accidentally thrown it out
along with the envelope, but there was only the crumpled remains of an orange
juice carton staring back at him.
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five

Dez had athing about arriving into a pub on hisown; he just did not do it. Every
time hewould organisethetroopsinto aswoop onthetown’ samenities, hewould
be sure to arrange that at least one other person would be calling for him before
hitting the streets. And Dez had a handy card up hissleeveinthisregard. Almost
every Saturday night, hewould have amodest supply of beer stashed in hisroom,
enough to entice even those who would have had a much shorter trip had they
proceeded straight to town, instead of adetour past Cromford Gardens. Johnny,
however, never had a problem with going slightly out of hisway to meet up with
his awkward friend. For Johnny too disliked arriving to a group on his own; he
always felt the eyes of everyone in the damn place burning into his hide. It was
much easier to enter with another, and in particular, another more conspicuous
sole. Like Dez. Who would people be morelikely to stare at, the boring guy with
the short hair and the non-interesting clothes, or the long-haired git with
piercings?

Trueto form, Dez had a neat pile of Royal Dutch sprawled on his bed when
Johnny pushed his head around the door. Dez’ s mother, still blatantly feeling the
effects of the night before, had let him in. He settled on a corner of the bed, and
cast a scowl at the poundings of Roni Size on the stereo.

“One more tune”, nodded Dez, understanding the gesture.

The 2 cracked open cans almost simultaneously, and took the first of the
evening’'s mouthfuls.

“Y ou going to the Green Room tonight?”

“l am in my shite. You?’

The question didn’t need to be answered —Dez hated night-clubseven more
than Johnny.

“Nah. I’ve only got enough for afew after thislot,” nodding at the depleted
can surplus.

“Did you ring anyone else?’

“Yeah, Bri said he'd be in about ten, and Stan’s not home.”

“Y ou got any smoke left?”

“Enough for two or three. I'll skin up before we go.”



A crafty smile spread across his lips.

“1s Susan Welch gonna be out?’

“Dunno.” She had better be. He' d spent the entire day banking on her being
out.

“What are you smiling at?’, beginning to smile himself.

“Man, you were talking some shite about her last night!”

“Fuck off!”

Not that he needed to be reminded.

After three cans, and alot of loud, energetic music, thetwo were sufficiently
pumped up to relocate to the pub. The sharp, cold air only heightened thetingling
in their muscles, their breath carrying the stain of what they had been drinking.
The town was almost dead until they turned the corner at Super Valu, which
served as a checkpoint, seperating those who set out for a night of debauchery,
from the families in the estates on the outskirts of town, settling in for a quiet
night. Taxisflew past, ferrying groups of lagered-up men, and dolled-up women.
Y oungsters scurried along the far wall of the town square, doubtlessly heading for
the old park, where they could drink illegally in relative seclusion. Once more,
Johnny marvelled at the fact that in atown of this comfortable size, he did not
recognise one person in the social hub before him. He was standing outside a
small newsagents shop, waiting for Dez. Asone pub door after another opened to
let some new patron in, short bursts of loud dance music were let out. Asif the
music was making room for the new arrivals. Thetown wasacompletely different
place at night, and Johnny had long since decided that he didn’t likeiit.

Thetwo nodded their greeting to thelarge bouncer on Dolan’ sdoor. Hisname
was suitably sarcastic for aman of hisvocation—Brains, or Prof, or something.
Johnny couldn’t remember, he had never required the man’ s assistance, and had
never given the man something to remedy. Dolan’s, by law, was a good-natured
place. It had nothing to offer that any other pub in the town couldn’t match — it
didn’t serve minors, and didn’t offer late drinks. It was essentially a student pub,
frequented during the week by thosein the college, and at the weekend by those
returning from college el sewhere. Thejukebox reflected average student tastes,
but al so catered for those whose tasteswere of aheavier persuasion. The manager,
Tom, never saw any reason to remove albums, and updated his selection by
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adding more, and, when necessary, another jukebox cabinet. As such, there was
an extensive history of student musical tastesfrom the past decade, from The Cure
and R.E.M., right up to The Verve and Placebo. There was never any troublein
the pub, but the odd weekend would see an altercation involving drunken shits
who waited outside to get a slap at any student at all.

As Johnny followed Dez through the narrow channel between bodies which
led to the back al cove, he noted Susan Welch at atablewith three other girls. She
didn’t notice him, which wasfine. He didn’ t want to have to halt his momentum.
He could come back a little later. Dez had found Brian, who appeared to have
equalled the new arrivals, at the very least, inthe alcohol consumption stakes. He
was seated at the corner table, the table that was unofficially the property of their
group on a Saturday night.

“Boys!!”

“Evening.”

“Alright!”

The three exchanged their simple handshakes, and Johnny turned
automatically towardsthe bar. The complicated design of the place saw one bend
of the bar snake almost as far as the corner alcove, which meant that they never
had far to go. That had been awinning factor in choosing aregular spot. And with
thetoiletsamerefivefeet totheleft of theal cove, they weresorted. Dez settledin
beside Brian, and nodded at Johnny, who had turned to face him from hisposition
at the bar. Johnny attracted the attention of the nearest barman, and ordered for
them both.

Even though Brian was offering some mildly interesting story about hislatest
failed sexual conquest, Johnny’s mind was elsewhere. Even from the bar, he
couldn’t see past the smoked glass partition to the front of the pub, where shewas
sitting. And he wasn’t the confident type to stroll up to her table, to her group of
friends, and ease himself into the conversation. And he couldn’t sidle around the
curve of the bar, in the hope that she might spot him and approach. What would
the other two say?

“Where are you going?”’

“I’m going to the bar.”



“What’ s wrong with where you normally stand?’

“Nothing....”

Then there would be knowing laughs, and a prolonged period of piss-taking.
That he could do without. It was hard enough in his own mind, never mind
outside. He was fighting inside, a part of him reminding that she essentially
replaced him in his band, another part pleading with him to accept the strange
feelingsin the pit of his stomach when she crossed his mind. There was a tiny
voice of reason waiting to be heard also, telling him that he had absolutely no
chance with her whatsoever.

Fifteen minutes later, he had a second reason to enjoy the proximity of the
toilets. She was climbing the short series of steps leading up to the back of the
pub, leading to thetoilet. Shewasclosinginfast. Her eyesfocused on the ground.

“That’s good”, he thought to himself. He wasn’t really sure why. She hadn’t
looked up by the time she reached his al cove.

Except it wasn’t quite loud enough. She passed into the dark corridor,
disappearing into one of the doors.

“Shit”, he cursed himself internally. He found anew determination in hisgut.
She’ d fucking hear him when she came back out, he’d make sure of it. He glared
at the very edge of the dividing wall, ready to pounce as soon as she reappeared.
He would hear the oil-less squeak of the toilet door lazily closing over, which
gave him a half-second warning. It’ d be enough.

“Here, which Jane’ s album was “Been Caught Stealing” on?’

Fucking typical. Here he was, in the middle of an enormously stressful
manoeuvre, one which required full attention, and he was being asked stupid
questions. He glared at Brian’s hand, tugging at his T-shirt.

“’Ritua’, | think.”

He turned his head quickly to his pint, and then back to the door. He felt asmall
wave of relief as Brian picked back up where he'd left off with Dez. The brief
distraction, and the desire to return to his post, had shot adrenaline through his
body. Thetoilet door squeaked. He tensed. She emerged.

“Susan!”

Louder thistime, it had the desired effect. She stopped in her tracks, and
turned. Quickly scanning the other two, with no trace of recognition, her eyes met
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Johnny’s. The smile was enough for him. He could have gone home there and
then, a happy camper.

“Johnny! | didn’t see you comein. Youinlong?’

He could feel the other two bastards looking at them, and some whispered
comment from them broke her link with him briefly. He would have no peace
talking to her there.

“No, ahalf hour or so. Going to the bar?”’

Sherummaged briefly in the side pocket of her combats, and turned towards
the bar nodding. He ordered, she ordered.

“Areyou inlong? Who are you in with?”’

“About an hour. I’min with acouple of girlsfrom college, they’ re down for
the night.”

He asked how college was going, again, and she asked him the same. He told
her who Dez and Brian were, and she discovered that she had been in secondary
school with Brian’s sister.

“That’s something | meant to ask you, only | don’t know if you'd mind. |
can’t work out some of your lyrics, and | waswondering if you’ d write them out
for me?”

Shedidn’t smileat him, but rather displayed the awkwardness hefelt she was
feeling. A part of him wanted her to feel awkward, another part wanted to marry
her on the spot.

“You're gonnakeep all the old lyrics, not write your own?’

“No, | think the stuff youwrotefitsperfectly. And 1 likethem. Aslong asyou
don’'t mind.....”

“No, no.”

Shit, she had smiled at him, she was drinking with him (again), and she liked
his lyrics. God was being good to him today.

“Well, | can’t work out “Gill” properly. Y ou sing too fast on the demo to
make the words out.”

Hedidn't take it asacriticism, for it wasn’t. “Gill” was a particularly fast
song.

“1’ll copy themfor you. Y ou might want to change bitshere and there, a“ he’
for a“she”, and so forth.”
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They went on from thereto discuss some of thefiner small gigsthat had taken
place in the town, and moved on to further musical topics. Johnny suddenly
remembered the photograph he’ d received with the email.

“What are Clinch like, or have you ever heard of them?’

“Clinch? Never heard of them..”

Hisbrain turned thisover at afaster pace. What the fuck was“ Clinch” doing
on her T-shirt inthe photo then? Could be a clothing company, or something. She
was ordering from the bar once more, allowing him to ponder the fact in
temporary isolation. She turned back to him.

“Why, where did you hear about them?”

“Oh, in amagazine, | think.”

“What are they supposed to be like?’

He remembered her other T-shirt....

“They’re abit like Snot.”

“Could do with another band like Snot. They’ ve split up, singer killed in acar
crash last week.”

“Shit. Were they any good?’

“Yeah, really good. I'll do you atapeif you want.”

Anything she wanted to give him would be gratefully accepted.

“Sure.”

As she sipped from her pint, he returned to the photograph in his mind.

“Where have you played so far?’

“What do you mean? With the band?’

He nodded.

“Nowhere. We haven’t even practised fully yet. Finn broke hiswrist, it'll be
January before he' s able to play. I’ ve just been getting used to the stuff on the
demo. And Greg gave me a couple of new songs to work with.”

“Oh.”

Except what Johnny was thinking wasn’t “Oh.” It was “1f you haven't played
agig yet, how the fuck do I have aphoto of youplaying one, wearingaT-shirt of
a band that (probably) doesn’t exist yet?.” His good sense stopped him from
asking this question out loud. Damn, it didn’t make sense.

“You alright? You're frowning like mad.”

Johnny managed to laugh at himself.

“Yeah, I’'m grand. Too much beer, | reckon.”



“Y ou and metoo. And | haveto bring these other fuckersto the shitty Green
Room. I'm not finished yet.”

Shewas nodding in the direction of the three girls she had been sitting with.
One caught her eye, and made her way towards her.

“Sue, are you ready?’

Johnny took an instant disliking to her.

“Y eah, give me aminute.”

Her friend moved onin the direction of thetoilets. Johnny was still confused,
but at |east not frowning anymore.

“Listen, when can | get those lyrics off you?”

“Why, when are you around?’

“1"m not going back up until Monday evening, | could meet you in the
afternoon?’

“Yeah, sure, say just after three, here?”

It meant skipping Communications, but Johnny had no great problem with
that.

“Cool. I'll have that tape for you. See you then.”

“Have agood night.”

He wished he was going to the Green Room.

“In that place? Y eah, right!”

One more smile and then she was away. Johnny slid back mournfully to his
cackling friends, fully prepared for the abuse to follow.

“You're some bastard dark horse!”

“Well in there, my friend!”

Heignored them, but it was pointless. He was now the focus of conversation.

“What’ s the story there?”

“Nothing”, he mumbled. “ She just wants some of the lyrics.”

“Typica”, slurred Brian. “They’ |l be all fucking over you when they want
something, and then they’ re nowhere to be seen. I’ d tell her to go fuck herself.”

“Johnny won’t tell her that, man.”

Dez the bastard was wearing a smug drunk face. He didn’t have to say
anymore. It was understood.

“I"'mtelling you, that’s all she wants.”
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Brian was enjoying hisadvisory role. Johnny forced himself to nod sadly, but
hoping otherwise. Thethree ordered one more beforetime was called, and were
among the last group to leave the pub. Nothing more was said of Susan Welch,
and Johnny appreciated the changein subject. Hishead was swirling, and he knew
damnwell it wasthe wrong timeto be asking himself all kinds of stupid questions
about stupid females.

It had started to drizzle rain once more asthey stumbled along the main street.
The wet roads were bustling with the sounds of taxis shunting tired revellers
homewards, and closing doors behind others on their way to the night-club. The
three stopped at Harry’s, which had long since been voted the finest fast food
establishment in the town. Johnny elicited half-hearted complaints from his
companions as he asked for aburger without the dressings, which meant that one
of the Italians behind the counter would haveto prepare anew burger. As opposed
to taking one of the roughly wrapped specimens stacked on the heated rack. The
rain had gathered momentum, so they decided against taking their food acrossto
their usual supermarket wall, walking instead, their conversation muffled by
mouthfuls of burger. A neighbour of Brian’s pulled up in a battered station
wagon, offering him and the others alift. The other two declined; hewasgoing a
different direction to them. Johnny decided against joining Dez in hisback garden
for aquick joint, and as he trudged slowly through the darkened estate, he
reckoned Dez himself would skip the final chapter, and embrace the dry heat of
his house.

Johnny liked walking in the rain. Especially in winter. It seemed to him that
the rain came from awarmer place. The bite that had hurt his ears some hours
earlier was gone, the light drops instead were a cool, numbing friend on the way
home. He took the remainder of his chipsfrom his pocket. Within minutes, the
brown paper bag was a soggy mix of water and vinegar. At least the thick salty
chipsweren’t so hot anymore. He' d tried wolfing them down as soon as he’ d got
them, to satiate the ache in his stomach, but almost keeled over with the sharp
rush to hischest. Now, he could shovel them into hismouth asfast asheliked. He
struggled to focus his mind on one single item— at the sametime, hewasthinking
of what work he needed to get done for college, what to get his father for
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Christmas, and whether or not “Been Caught Stealing’” was actually on “Ritual
de la Habitual "

The housewas qui et and in shadows when he got home. Helet himself in, and

locked the door behind him. He threw his wet clothes into the bathroom, lazily
neglected to wash his teeth, and fell into bed.
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SiX

The oddest thing was that he knew he was dreaming. He knew he was asleep, he
knew that what was before his eyes did not truly exist in the woken world. Y et
this was like no other dream he had known. It was as though he was watching
what was unfolding on television monitors, as though he was preparing to
commentate on what was before him, positioned on agantry high above. And he
was having someimmediate troublein understanding exactly what it was before
him. He could not see his physical self as he stood above the dream, but felt the
presence of another unseen individual beside him.

As he looked down upon hisimagined scene, he saw his second self appear.
He was standing on grass just beside a dark gravel path. It was night, or rather
approaching it. There was still afaint orange warmth left in the sky, which
disappeared to blackness over the shore of treesthat lined the river away behind
Johnny’simage. His double’ s eyes were focused on a part of the scene Johnny
had yet to discover. Besidethisfigure stood aman. The man’ seyesweretrained
on Johnny as he peered down from his commentary position. It was then that he
realised that the man too was a double, and his twin was the unseen other beside
Johnny. The man he could see was middle-aged, possibly elderly. He had akind,
offering face. He was dressed in an old light suit, covered with aslightly darker
overcoat. There was a Trilby hat on his head, tilted sharply to one side. He
blended into the scene smoothly, despitethe fact that he had steppedintoit froma
departed time. Everything about the man, his clothes, his skin, his shoes, it was
the faded mustard haze of old newspapers. Asthough the man’s photo had been
cut from an ancient periodical, and pasted into the quiet colours of Johnny’s
dream. The man cocked hishead ever so slightly, asif to show Johnny that he was
no photograph. His eyes were still locked on the dreaming Johnny, who felt a
sudden, duplicated reassurance that the image was real. The reassurance was
coming from the man he could not see beside him. There were no kind words, no
pat onthe arm, hejust felt it. In some bizarre manner, it appeared that he and his
companion were about to commentate on the actions of their mirror doublesinthe
scene below.
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Having established this much in his sleepy mind, hereturned hiseyesto his
own ghostly image beneath him. His doubl€e’ s eyes were still trained away, and
Johnny followed thisline of vision. A short distance across from the gravel path
there was abench, green wooden planks across concrete supports. Johnny briefly
made out another likeness of himself on the bench, before hefound himself pulled
sharply from his observation point. He screamed without sound as he was
projected physically towards hisfirst image, passing through the transparent body
at a sickening speed, his wide eyes somehow noticing that he was being pulled
about a small glade, surrounded by looming trees.

He felt nauseous for a brief second, squeezing his eyes together to stop the
squall in hisbrain. When he had settled, he opened hiseyes, and found himself in
the position of the second Johnny-image he had seen. He was seated on the
wooden bench, his eyes the only control he had over his body. His double was
looking directly at him, without movement, but Johnny could feel morethan one
pair of eyes on him. The old man was still looking skywards, to the invisible
gantry, to where the unseen Johnny and his companion gazed downwards; the
only thing that had changed was Johnny’ s physical position. There was a girl
lying on the bench beside him, her head resting lightly on hislap. Hewatched as
his hand stroked her long straight hair back from her forehead. His other hand was
tickling her woollen stomach gently, and she was talking to him in alanguage he
didn't understand. Therewas alevel of excitement in her voice, the speed at which
she spoke, the high pitched laugh. Her face, though not known to him, was one of
beauty. Her voice suddenly fell to a murmur. His new-found ability to hear
brought him the sounds of birds away on theriver. Distracted from the person
beside him, his eyes moved back to the doublesin front of him. Therewasadim
smile on hisown image, the happy grin of asimpleton. The old man’ sexpression
had changed too, he now seemed to asking the Johnny abovewnhat do you think?

The Johnny in the commentary position began to speak. A wind had picked
up, and seemed to |oop back and forth, obscuring parts of his speech from Johnny
as he sat on the bench, his hands involuntarily brushing strands of his
companion’s hair, rubbing her stomach rhythmically.

“ ...night fading from dull orange to black.. .still air holding faint
sounds. ..both murmuring nonsense.. feeling the effects of too much cheap
wine...”



Johnny felt approval from the colourless man in front of him. Asthough his
rolewasto prompt the Johnny abovein hiseffortsto describethe scenein suitable
words. And something about the scene screamed of romance, of flourish, of
happiness. It seemed asthough it would be wrong to describe the picture without
matching flourishes of language. His eyes darted from person to person, from his
own likeness, still sporting that dull, contented smile, to the old man gazing
skywards, to the young woman lying across him, her eyes concentrated on her
own fingers as shetwisted hisplayful ly together. More than anything el se, hewas
aware of the two shapes above him. Unseen shapes, but together they radiated a
sense of kindly authority.

The girl suddenly swung her legs off the bench, and jumped to her feet. Her
eyes met his, and she spoke loudly, again in an unrecognisable tongue. Y et
Johnny heard the words “come on” inside his head. She turned away to face a
small gap inthetrees, waiting for him to grasp the hand she held out behind her.
Once more, his body acted without hisinstruction, and he slid off the bench,
taking her hand and falling into stride with her. Ashe moved, he noticed that they
were alone. The two figures opposite had disappeared. There was a small stone
fenceto climb at the edge of the glade, the narrow path on the other side leading
to theleft and right, and its grassy border sloping gently into the lazy river. The
girl let go of his hand to climb the two rungs, and jumped nosily to the ground.
Johnny’ s body fell to a stop, and he watched as she linked arms with himon the
other side of the fence. His doubl e had reappeared, and was bumping against the
girl gently, hip to hip, speaking in the foreign tongue once more, as they moved
pacily away from Johnny. What little light there was faded into blackness just
beyond them, and within secondsthey were apart of theinky blanket. Johnny felt
along, sinking feeling in his stomach, and al so one of preparation. Somebody was
clearing their mental throat, ready to explain. His body was turning him away
from the disappoi ntment, seemingly assuring him that there would be a point, that
he hadn’t missed it.

Once more, the soundless voice appeared in his head. He was alone in the
glade, still being watched from a height. The words were without emotion,
Impatience or any variance intone.

You see what is before you, yet you don’t under stand.
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Johnny felt the urge to nod, but his body was not under his control. The man
in the hat seemed to understand his desire to respond positively.

This can be more than a dream. This can bereal.

Johnny hoped that hisfurrowed, questioning stance would be detected. It was.

It does not all have to be done alone. None of it has to be done alone.

Something in Johnny’ shead told him to drop thefirst of the dilemmashe was
probing. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to understand what the fuck this voice was
representing. Hewas being pushed to try and comprehend what the whol e charade
with the girl and the bench meant. He wasn’t getting it. His companion spoke,
summing up in short, coercing sentences, each one flowing into the next, without
any pause.

When she lay across you, it felt real.

When she left with the other, it felt alien.

Thismuch issmple.

Thisis but one example.

It can apply to anything.

Thisisagood beginning.

Take this much, and there will be more.

Then you can do something for me.

Johnny felt agrip of puzzlement, an annoyed clarity, areaction to being told
that he could do something for thisconfusing, bullshitting stranger. It was quickly
forced to let go of him as he began to drift gently away from the quiet wooded
cove, itsfriendly smells and sounds falling beneath him, slipping slowly into a
blissful nothing. Still not understanding, but no longer caring.
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seven

Sunday, traditionally aday of rest, especially for those suffering t he excesses of
the night before. Johnny, although not reaching the peaks of healthiness, found his
brain in good working order, and got a reasonable amount of work done for his
impending exams. He had needed no prompt to be reminded of the wicked dream
—itwasthefirst thing on his mind when sunlight shook him into waking. Having
given hisbody the necessary few minutesto adjust, he crawled out of bed into the
toilet, taking his diary so asto chronicle his night’s work. His head, not fully
operational, dragged him on a brief tour of recent events—hefrowned slightly as
he remembered the Polaroid, and vowed to find the fucking thing later. And he
still hadn’t found out who had sent it. He cursed himself for binning the envelope
it had arrived in —the postmark could have provided him with abasic lead. Then
he remembered Susan Welch, and flicked through hisjournal to the back, where
assorted lyrics, poems and pieces of drunken prose jostled for space. He could
give her aprint-out — he had all his shit on disk aswell, but he figured she’'d
prefer his handwriting. And there was something about making an effort for her
that felt good.

Celtic were taking on Dundee United in the afternoon, and Johnny’s entire
day was moulded around studying, and the match. He spent what was | eft of the
morning copying “Gill” carefully onto a new sheet, and enjoyed his Sunday
dinner. He alternated between the build-up to the game, the clash between
Fiorentinaand Lazio on Channel 4, and some western on BBC. The game itself
was a disappointment, with Celtic only managing adraw, Larsen equalising with
eight minutesto go. There were acouple of episodes of The Simpsons on after,
but Johnny had seen them both before. He took to the books for an hour or so,
before remembering the Polaroid. The bastard thing wasstill nowhereto be seen.
He pulled the stereo out again, went through the pile of magazines, formsand shit
beside it, and scoured the floor. Nowhere. How the fuck could he have lost it?

He decided on aquick game of Grand Theft Auto before he split to bed. After
switching the computer on, heleft to go take apiss. When hereturned, instead of



the Windows booting screen, there was a DOS prompt, informing him he had a
“non-system disk error.”

“There’ s no disk in the fucking drive, you prick.”

And he checked the floppy drive again. He hit the reset button, and thumped
the side of the monitor. The system restarted, and the error message reappeared.
He hit “ Reset” again, and pushed the F8 key as soon as the computer beeped. A
simple menu appeared, and he chose Safe Mode” from the booting options. That
seemed to do the trick, until it stopped at the familiar “c:>" prompt. He typed
“win” to begin Windows.

“Cannot find file himem.sys.”

“What the FUCK??’

Heknew thisall too well. Before, he had stupidly moved some of the system
files, and the operating system could not load up. Since then, he had avoided all
contact with the system configuration files. Now, for somereason, it appeared to
be happening again. He browsed through folders franticly, searching for the
missing file. He cursed himself for lazily not bothering to make a systems disk.
Then, he went looking for blood.

Needless to say, no-one in the house knew anything about it. His mother
claimed nobody had been in hisroom since Friday, and was backed up by each of
the bastard siblings. Someone had been fucking around with files they knew
nothing about, so why should they admit to it? After another wasted thirty minutes
coercing the computer, Johnny reached for the master c.d., rebooting the system
completely, restoring it to the original factory settings. Most of the stuff on his
hard disk had been backed up on floppies, but that wasn’t the point. He spent an
angry hour rebooting the bastard p.c., trying to remember what cool stuff he was
after losing as a result.

Therewasasurprising spring in hisstep on Monday morning, onethat carried
him into college, and through the first two lectures of the day. He had afree
period from 11to 12, and headed for the computer labswhilst the mgjority of his
classmates sat in the canteen, smoking, drinking coffee, talking shite. By thetime
he' d found aterminal that wasn’t being used, he realised that he didn’t actually
have anything to do. That was one of the advantages of using free time to fuck
around in the labs—all projects and assignments got finished long before they
were due. He connected to the Internet, and opened the Altavista search engine.



Hisfingersdrummed out anirregular pattern on the keyboard as he mulled over
what to search for. Hetyped “ clinch” into the text box, and clicked on “search.” A
few seconds later, the screen changed, and he was presented with the first ten
results of the thousands of sites containing the word “clinch.” He vaguely
remembered doing this before, checking to seeif the name had been taken by
some other band. Therewere still no musical referencesas he scrolled through the
list, no clothing companies either. He thought back to the photo —did it say
“CLINCH?”, or could thelast letter have been anything else? Hold on—hadn’t she
said that they hadn’t even practised yet, never mind done agig? He' d check the
photo again when he got home.

No you won’t.

Therewasasharp, acidic jab in his stomach, that spread upwardstowards his
heart. The familiar pain of sudden disappointment, this time cocktailed with a
little something el se. Thefucking picturewould have been scrubbed from hishard
drivewhen herebooted. Heonly got it the other day, no timeto have backed it up.
Hefelt hischeeksburn, and his eyesdropped to the floor, suppressing the desire
to curse loudly.

The spring in his step had long been replaced by a frowning disposition by
3pm, and he debated whether or not to make the effort to overcome hisblind rage.
For some reason, his eyes were now tuned to Brian’s way of thinking, and he
scowled as he walked heavily into town, seeing Susan Welch as a manipulative
bitch, using himto get hislyrics, and fuck all else. Shewas at adifferent tablein
Dolan’s, acup of coffeein frontof her. Johnny wasrelieved—heknew damn well
if he started drinking now, he would not want to finish. It was that sort of mood.
She smiled at him, moving her coat, (“what sort of habit isthat?’, he thought to
himself), and his anger was pushed to one side.

“How’sit going?’

“Shite, to be honest. College doing my head in.”

“It’ sthe same everywhere’, offering him aknowing, sympathetic nod. Maybe
she wasn’t so bad. She reached into her coat pocket, and fished out a blank
cassette, itsinlay card decorated with an attractive shade of blue.

“Here'sthetape | said I’d do for you”, handing it to him.

“Oh, nice one.”



He took the cassette, and ran briefly through the track-listing. Shot, Stoopid,
Joy Ride, The Box....

“It’s only forty minutes, so | put some other stuff on side b.”

A lot of bands he’'d never heard of. He delved into his own coat pocket.

“Here, seeif these help you.”

“Cool.”

Her eyes met his as he looked for a deliberate, greedy glare on her part.
Maybe she wasn’t so bad. Maybe the lyrics weren’t all she wanted. Shetook the
neatly folded sheet, and opened it out. For the first time, Johnny noticed the
silenceinthe pub, finding himself oddly content as she pored over hishandiwork
quietly.

“They’re good. They’re not blatant, they’ re nicely disguised. Are you sure
you don’t mind me singing them?’

He' d almost forgotten that she was in his band now. That’s why she wanted
the lyrics.

“No, go ahead. Just do agood job.”

Grinning, searching for her eyes once more. She obliged him.

“I’ll do my best!”

A disarming smile.

They sat and talked for a short while, filling each other in on what had
happened after they’ d said their goodbyes on Saturday. She had ended up on the
brink of some huge street brawl outside the museum, having to drag one of her
college mates away, as she appeared to have ahair up her assregarding one of the
brawlers.

“Listen, | gotta go catch the half three bus. The landlord’s calling this
evening, and | owe him for two weeks.”

“Bad buzz.”

Although he was referring to her having to leave.

“You'll be around at the weekend?’

“Y ep, more than likely.”

Especially if there was even the remotest chance he’d bump into her.

“Well, I'll see you sometime then.”

She got up, and edged around the table, pulling on her scarf as she went.
Johnny didn’t rise; he didn’t want the awkwardness of walking out with her. He
was briefly amazed at this realisation.



“Oh, | nearly forgot, my sister rang last night, and she said she had the
maddest dream, and you werein it.”

“Your sister?’

He wasn't aware that she had one.

“Y eah, her name is Claire. You probably know her to see. Listen, | haveto
run, I'll tell you about it next weekend, alright?”’

“Sure, seeyou.”

He watched her again as she swept out through the double doors, feeling the
cold plastic cassette box in his pocket. He took it out, and fell in love with her
handwriting once more. Soft, lavish, maybe even sprawling. And she had written
it for him. A pity it wasn’'t Susan herself who was dreaming about him. Who the
hell was her sister anyway, and how did she know him?He decided that it wasn't
really relevant, grabbed his bag, and left the pub.
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eight

Johnny was shaken into action by the sound of the wooden door clicking shut
behind him. His brain struggled to process the new details as his eyes adjusted to
the dying light. He was in alarge room, which immediately reminded him of a
small hold in awrecked ship. Theroom was bare, the wallswere of some kind of
metal, and there was a cold dampness probing at hisbare arms. Two staircasesfell
away from yawning holes at both corners on the opposite wall of the room; one
leading down, and the other disappearing upwardsinto darkness. The descending
stairs glinted through the black, and there were small puddles, increasing in
regularity as they neared the steps. Green clumps of slimy vegetation were
scattered about the room, some snaking up the walls towards the water mark
which surrounded them. The rusted metal of the walls still bore the mark of the
water’ slast visit, which had covered the room to adepth of around five feet. The
distant roars filtering up from whatever lay down those stairs, and the quiet
lapping of gentler waves at the lower few steps led Johnny to believe that the
waters had every intention of returning to paint thewallsonce more. Thiswasno
great understanding of aquatic science on his part. He just knew.

He had not moved from his spot in the time he' d spent assessing the new
surroundings. Either had the woman on the other side of the room. She pulled
herself up from her base roughly halfway between the 2 staircases, pausing her
sobbing only briefly to kick viciously at the green slimefalling from her leg. As
she stumbled into what littlelight there was, Johnny took stock of her bedraggled
appearance. Her blonde curls were blackened in places, damp as the walls, and
fighting for space on shivering shoulders. Her tears had cut a salty channel
through the dirt on her face, which was contorted into the crying features of a
child. Shewasbarefoot, her thin frame draped in abrown cloth dress, which also
borethedirt of theroom. Her arm swiped across her mouth, steadying herself to
speak. She was handcuffed. Or rather had been —one of the cuffsstill spanned a
thin wrist, while the other hung loosely beside on its chain.

“You haveto help me, please.”



It was not a panicked request, more despair than anything else. A soft, quiet
insistence.

“Why? What’s going on?’

“l don’t know. Just.... help me.”

Johnny listened astheroar from downstairsincreased in volume. Therewasa
gentle splash as a wave hopped over the steps and |landed in the room.

“Isthat it? Isthe water coming back up?’

“1 don’t know. | don’t know anything. | just want you to help me.”

There was another roar, as if the water appreciated Johnny recognising its
ability to strike such fear into this woman. Regardless of finding out what her
problem was, he was getting the fuck out of that room.

He took the woman'’s arm, and strode towards the ascending staircase.

“NOI!.”

She pulled back on him with such force that he lost his balance, and only
regained it by falling against her.

“Not up there.”

The body contact seemed to have calmed her glightly.

“Why not? What’ s up there?”’

Her eyes had narrowed somewhat.

“Why can’'t we go up there?’

Shedropped her head to her chest, and paid no motioned attention to thel atest
roar from downstairs. He knew the waters were coming.

“Look, we have to go now. Come on.”

She stood rooted to the spot, and he released her hand. Shit, he had no idea
what he had to do to save himself, never mind some reluctant woman. Come to
think of it, he had no ideawhat he had to save himself from, or even if heneeded
saving. But there was water, and it was coming. He reached the staircase, and
bounded up it, two stepsat atime. Therewasarail, and heused it to pull himself
up all the quicker. He heard another muffled roar, and alouder splash, and a
scream.

“Come on!! There' s nothing up herel!”

There was a series of lighter splashes as she ran through the puddles to the
staircase. He made out her shadow beneath him, and continued on up the stairs.
Already, the handrail was getting warmer. There was an orange glow just up
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ahead, which became a corner as he neared it. He heard another scream from
below, and assumed that the waters, which were now nothing morethan a distant
groan to him, had moved up agear. As he swung around the corner, he bumped
against asmall table. Therewere some small clear bottles of Evian mineral water
on it, and something told him to grab one as he passed. So he took one, and
slowed down ever so slightly as he unscrewed the cap. The cool water seemed to
have a stimulating effect on him, and he began to climb the steps at a greater
speed. He threw the empty bottle aside, and screamed backwards at the woman.
“TAKE SOME OF THE WATER!! IT HELPS YOU CLIMB!!”

The dampness gradually | eft the air as he continued the climb. He reached a
small landing, with one door, and a short series of steps |leading to another. He
tried thefirst door, but it appeared to be locked. The panic had disappeared, and
hefelt safer in thiswarmer place. Thewallswere wooden and friendly, and even
in the half light, seemed to be consoling him. He covered the few steps to the
second door, and pushed it. Asthere was no gap at the bottom of the heavy
wooden frame, his eyes were not ready for the shock of brilliant sunlight that
greeted him. He shirked back away from the rays, shielding his eyes, slowly
letting some light in. The room was large, with rows of windowsto his left and
right. Straight ahead, mounted on the wooden wall, there was adusty blackboard.
There were also some small desks shoved against thewall to hisleft. Hewalked
slowly into the centre of theroom, listening to the voicein hishead which forbade
him to look directly out the window. In the corners of his eyes, he could see
rooftops just above the window |edge on both sides, but he had no desireto see
any more.

There was acommotion on the stairs behind him, which filtered through the
wood of the closing door. The woman crashed into the bright room, with all traces
of fear and despair missing from her face. Her eyes were blazing, her teeth
clenched, and her cheeks blushed with rage.

“HERE’'S YOUR FUCKING WATER!!”

She flung an unopened blue plastic bottle of water at him, the same type of
bottle he had used. The same type of bottle he had told her to drink, not fucking
throw at him.



The bottle bounced painlessly off his chest, and landed on the floor. Johnny
thought briefly about rebuking the woman, asking why she had not listened to his
advice, but decided against it. What the fuck was her problem?He had just saved
her. And now she’sthrowing all these shapes?

“What the shit is going on here?’

“Sure, like you care.”

She stood with her hands on her hips, and the beginnings of a sneer on her
face. Again, he was simultaneously baffled and annoyed with thiswoman’s
attitude. The rising anger overrode the reluctance on his part to look out the
window. How else was he to find out what was going on? It’s not as if the co-
operative bitch he had just saved was going to help him. He shrugged the | ast of
theforbidding voicesfrom hismind, and walked the short distance to the window
on the right hand side of the room. The woman screamed, and covered the ground
between them in aflash. Shetried to pull Johnny away, but hiseyeswere already
fixed.

Beneath him, there was a quadrangle courtyard, the type he'd seenin
documentaries about Cambridge and Oxford universities. A narrow concrete path
surrounded a lush green lawn, and the walls were dotted sporadically with great
wooden doors. The doors on the eastern and western walls obviously led to other
parts of the building, with old tiled rooves easing themsel ves down from similar
heightsto rest on both wallsrespectively. The north-facingwall had amuchlarger
door inthe centre, with no roof stretching behind it. Thisdoor appearedto lead to
the outside, serving as an exit from the compound, or whatever this place was.
Having exhausted hisinterest in the quad, Johnny’ s eyes skirted over the top of
the wall, passing the high wooden rooftops on the outside that he' d already
noticed, and passing the rest of what seemed to be an inconspicuous small town.
Just past arust-coloured network of railway lines, the land slid away into a
shimmering lake. The sun glinted mischievously off the water, which pulled
halfway to the horizon. On either side of the |ake, dark green mountains, their
sides pierced by forests of pine trees, rose away sharply into the clouds. Even
through the clouds, he could make out grey rocky summits, covered with snow.
Ashiseyesdarted from one sideto the other, he caught alarge wooden house on
the shoresjust to hisright. The smallest wave of recognition swamped him gently;
he knew this place.
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The woman beside him made asmall gurgling sound in her throat, and pulled
Johnny back from the lake. She pointed to one of the doors on the eastern side of
the quad, which was opening slowly. All around the courtyard, the other doors
opened lazily. Johnny noticed thefirst of the people to emerge, and herecognised
the lank figure of Dez. His friend was moving almost mechanically, hislong
machete glinting in the sun, sending short sharp bursts of light towards Johnny.
Even at thisdistance, he could make out the eyes. Gone werethe green eyesthat
never betrayed Dez’ s feelings. In their place were huge, black nothings.
Surrounded by the whites of his scleras, they gave the effect of a cartoon
character. But there was nothing comical about the growing panic in Johnny’s
stomach. The woman was still making terrified sounds. From every door around
the quad, people were emerging. Johnny knew most of them—it seemed like the
men were coming from the doorsto the right, the women were coming from the
left. His friends were all here—Brian, Stan, Ger, Jamie, all armed with long,
shining knives, all sporting the same cold, black eyes.

As the woman continued to let out the smallest screams possible, Johnny
figured that shetoo was suffering the sight of her friends, armed, with black eyes,
and moving with rhythmic intent towardstheir vantage point. He confirmed this
with speed — each of the women were holding similar blades, staring ahead with
those cartoon eyes. Dez was the first to reach the door beneath them, and they
heard it creak as it opened. Except thiswas not Dez. The hordes of black-eyes
filed through the door beneath, and the first of the metronome stepson the stairs
rang out. Simultaneously, Johnny and the woman fell to thefloor, curling ever so
slightly, giving up before they had even begun. Her eyes met his, and their shared
despair only heightened their respective silent panic. There was no escape, there
was no explanation, there was only what was to happen. Another time, Johnny
would have been disgusted with his resignation. Now, it was the only option.

Therewere no bright flashes, no explosion, no swirl of psychedeliclightsas
he and she were whipped away to a new surrounding. He simply blinked and
found himself in awarm, bright bedroom. The walls were painted orange, with
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dashes of purple around the room. There was one large window, and two doors,
oneleading to another bedroom, the other closed behind him. Thewindow offered
another view of the dark blue lake, asit lapped at the feet of the looming
mountain. Again, he knew where he was. The wooden house. Shewas here again,
her image only just blurring into view. She walked from the second bedroom
towards him, asmile on her face as she combed her hair. It was not the matted,
dirty mass of curlsit had been before, but now clean, still damp. She waswearing
only her underwear, matching light blue pieces, which blended smoothly with the
whiteness of her skin. She sat on the edge of the bed, still combing, and nodded
towards a small dressing table behind Johnny.

“Throw me over that hair thing, will you?’

Johnny turned, and picked up the green hair bobbin on the table. He turned
back to hand it to her, and froze. She was now sprawled across the full length of
the bed, the comb still in her hand, her torso decorated with a dozen wounds.
Deep red poured from each inch-long laceration, dripping from her pale body to
the patterned duvet, mixing with thelight blue of her underwear. Hiseyesfell toa
solitary strike to her chest, jagged edges of darkened lace unable to decide
whether or not to dive into the gaping hole beneath. There was no blood on her
face, her features|eft in an untouched serene acceptance. A faint smell of copper
reached hisnostrils, the jabbing chemical odour of blood. Still he stood, horrified,
scared, not able to understand.

He didn’t jump, or even rise from the bed. That was the norm on dramatic
television, but he had never experienced it. His eyes opened quickly, bypassing
the usual slow, waking process. Hisheart pounded at aferocious pace, hismouth
was dry. His knuckles stung from where he had lashed out at the wall, amere
reflex action, a consequence of his rapid awakening. It took his pulse afew
secondsto ready itself, aided by the cool consolation that he hadn’t just witnessed
the murder of a damp-haired woman in her underwear.



nine

Aspart of aschool tour some years before, Johnny had spent aweek in the small
Swiss town of Brient. The village gave Johnny the eerie feeling that it had once
fallen from the tip of oneof the huge mountains around it—the Brienter Grat, the
Trachdenzbach, or the M Gihltbach, (the former morelikely because of its shared
name), and then floundered in the waters of the Brientersee thousands of feet
below. The sodden village had then pulleditself from the lake, and settled right on
the shore, unableto go much further. Having performed aterrifying freefall, and
having to pull itself from a brooding lake reluctant to give up any possible
victims, this exhaustion would have been expected. The village stayed put,
eventually learning to get along with the dark waters and the darker mountains,
harnessing them astourist attractions, growing into asmall town. But never losing
sight of the fact that the two natural beauties had once conspired to try do away
with her, Brient always held asilent fear, always|ooking back over her shoulder,
giving theimpression that shewas ascared little village. In the company of such
vicious murdering gorgeousness, Johnny reckoned that waskind of cool. Needless
to say, no one believed him.

During hisstay there, he had fallenin lovewith the place. At the time, most of
his peers, classmates and friends were discovering the delights of alcohol. Being
away from home for two weeks provided ample opportunity to setisfy their
curiosity, and as the magazine racksin the railway station allowed most of them
their first look at aporno mag, it wasagreat time of awakening for all concerned.
Johnny had devel oped histheory about Brient whilst under theinfluence, but also
found a heightened sense of appreciation of the surroundings, which did not
deteriorate with the cold light of day. He did not need to reference the many
photographs he had taken of the lakeside to be sure that it had been the quiet,
apprehensive Swiss village that had been in his dreams the night before.

Dez too had fond memories of the place — his eyebrow now sported
religiously the ear-ring that some cute native had given him asamomento of their



three days of romance. There had been something about the girlsin Switzerland,
they were magnetically pulled towardsthe visiting school boys, just asall the guys
back homefell over themselvesin effortsto impress the Spanish teenagerswho
made the summertimetrek over to Ireland. Cradling hot whiskeysin Dolan’ sthe
following Friday, Johnny stumbled through the smalltalk, holding out for the
opportunity to slip hisdreamsonce moreinto the spotlight, to get hisfriendtojoin
him in ahappy reflective.

“Areyou finished now?’

“Y eah, had the last examtoday. Finished at eleven, therest of the class went
out, | couldn’t be bothered.”

“Making up for it now, then.”

Dez raised his steaming glass, arching one eyebrow.

“How’d your exams go?’

“Shite, if I'm lucky | passed. They’ re not that important though, only acouple
of per cent. You?.”

“Grand. A bit rough in places, but it was ok. Same story though, worth fuck
al intheend.”

Johnny actually reckoned he had done really well in the pre-Christmas
assessments, but if he himself didn’t cover his own ass, who would?

He had debated over how exactly to introduce Brient to proceedings. Just
coming out with “1 had a dream about it...” sounded pretty stupid. Then again,
wanting to talk about it at all seemed pretty stupid. But there was something in
him that wanted t o get this out, not to display his awesome dreaming powersonce
more, but to speak proudly and excitedly about the place, just as he once wanted
to talk about Ann Greene (when they were seeing each other—and for along time
after they had split up), just like he wanted to speak highly of Ride when he
discovered them long before anybody else.

“There’saguy in my class says he used to live in Brient for a couple of
years.”

It was alie, but as good away as any to see if Dez would take the bait. He
needn’t have worried.

“Mmmm, nice place.”

Therewas aslanting smirk on hisface asherolled hiseyebrow ring through
hisfingers. It looked the same as any other damn ring, and Johnny had often



wondered if it was indeed the one that had been given to him that rainy evening
by the Kantonal e Schnitzerschule, or rather a cheap replacement for along lost
piece of jewellery, itsonly purposeto allow him to preservethe triumphant tale.
Knowing the nonchalant stance Dez adopted with most women, the last option
was adistinct possibility.

“Yeah, I’d love to go back.”

“Seriously?’

“1 had amad dream about the place, I’ d forgotten how cool it was. Got out all
the old photos, the maps, all that shit.”

Hefelt better now, urged on by an unknown energy source, wanting tooutline
his daft craving to get back to the misty lakeside.

“It was a bit cool, | guess. All those mountains. Y ou want another?”’

Shit, forget about the whiskey. We'reon aroll here.

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

It was too late. Dez hauled his skinny frame from their seat and ambled
towardsthebar. Therush had died as quickly asit had gathered pace. He couldn’t
bring it out again, he didn’t want to now. It had been taken from him.

Shit, shit.

Johnny drained the last of the lukewarm whiskey in hisglass, and slammed it
down onthetablewithjust alittletoo much force. He glanced around quickly for
adisapproving soul, someoneto scowl at. Hishead swirled briefly, snapped back
into settling by Dez as hereturned from the bar. He shoved afrothy pint in front
of Johnny.

“1"m warm enough, don’t want any more whiskey.”

“You'll hear no complaints from me.”

“What’ s with the frown?’

Johnny’ s face was obviously reflecting his puzzlement regarding his sudden
hostile outbreak. Just like the rush beforeit, hisanger had swelled and deflated in
an instant.

“Nothing”, laughing it away.

“Check it out, my son, it'son!”

Dez was smiling over Johnny’ s head, towardsthe door, towards Susan Welch
as she breezed efficiently past the window tables. Johnny turned, hisheart taking
the slightest of jumps, catching her eye, aware of thelook on Dez’ sface, and the
smile on hers. Her hair wastied under aknitted hat, which she paused briefly to



pull from her head. Johnny took immediate stock of what she was wearing, and
how she was wearing it. Another different combination of clothes—it had been
different every time since he' d noticed hisinterest in her. How big was her damn
wardrobe?

“Not cramping your style, am 1?7’

Theamused smilelet Johnny know that even if hetold Dez that hewasin the
way, hisfriend had no intention whatsoever of leaving. So he saved him having to
be a prick.

“For what?’

Johnny had turned his eyes back to Dez, and was smiling as he answered.
That would look bad, he quickly decided, wiping the grin away. Might make her
think that he’ sbeing teased about her. Which heis. But should she know? Fuck it,
mind games...

She reached their table, and waited for Johnny to move slightly, his body
language suggesting that she sit down. She greeted them both, and addressed t hem
both. So as to not make Dez feel left out. Like that’d happen.

“Youinlong?

“No, just this and awhiskey.”

Dez was immediately enjoying his role, taking quick control. The bastard.

“How’ s the flat going?’

“Fine, everyone' seasy going. Thelandlord still hasn’t got us connected to the
cableyet.”

Dez was now leaning forward, abandoning the usual bored splay he adopted
in pub conversations. The complete bastard.

The two of them continued for a short while, talking rubbish about flats,
student pubs, college. All rubbish. Johnny felt a surge of annoyance that grew
with every passing second that she wasn’t spending talking to him. He sipped
methodically from his pint; Dez was too busy jawing to drink, and she had yet to
go to the bar. He contemplated going for a piss. Not that he needed one, but it
made astatement. A “don’t mind me” kind of statement. Fuck it, too strong. He'd
play the patience card. Thewilling, calm, patient guy who didn’t demand constant
attention. Even though he wanted it.

“What did you think of the tape?’
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Shit, she was good. She was able to shake off the piss-taking intentions of
Dez, jumping with both feet into the gap provided as he drank quickly, some
much-needed lubrication for his strained vocal chords, no doubt. Johnny ignored
the stupid voicesin his head telling him to play it cool.

“It was ok, some of the songs were good. A bit too heavy in places. The
singer’svoiceiscool.”

In truth, he had not appreciated Snot’s noisy mix of punk and metal at first,
and the singer’ s voice had bugged the shit out of him. But some of their more
diverse tunes had appealed to him, so he didn’t feel so bad about the little white
lie. Dez looked bored already, giving up the fight. By the time Susan had worked
her way through asking about Johnny’s exams, if he was on holiday, and what he
intended to do with his three free weeks, Dez had returned to his uninterested
recline. Johnny caught the smallest frown out of the corner of his eye, but he
could not have cared less. Simple Minds were bouncing from the speaker just
abovethem, one of their minor hits he could never remember the name of, and she
was sitting across from him once more. He was about to offer her adrink, but she
beat him to it, pushing herself back from the table, and walking to the bar. Dez
leaned over, as tactful as ever.

“Man, I’'m bored off my tits. You two are gonna be at it all night. I’m going
down the back to seeif there’s anyone there. I'll be back in awhile.”

“Alright.”

Johnny wasn’t going to argue with him, or insist that he had no reason to
leave. His mind wandered while waiting for her.

“Where' s he gone?’

“Looking for someone down the back.”

“Three’s company, | guess.”

His eyes darted speedily towards hers, but she was focused on the table,
drinking. Good. It was only a throw-away statement, it meant nothing. Anything
else, she would have been looking at him, he figured. And that would have been
bloody awkward. Too quick for him.

“Yeah.”

His voice was nervous, but he managed to turn it into a small laugh.

“Did you hear any more about that band Clinch?’

He was glad that she had moved on from that last exchange so quickly, but as
she mentioned the band again, the same chilled breeze shot through his stomach.



Inaninstant, he saw the photo of her, and winced inside as he remembered it was
gone.

“No, | haven't. | can’'t even remember where | saw them.”

They talked through another couple of pints, by which time Dez had
reappeared into view, chatting up some underage girl in a black hoody. Johnny
watched as she carefully lifted Dez’ s eyebrow ring, and held it briefly between her
fingers. The sly smile was spreading across his face, glaring expectantly at his
tormentor, who was agood deal shorter than him. As Johnny watched, hismind
passed over his dreams again, his urge to talk as strong as before. But whatever
point there had been in asking Dez to join him, there was even less in asking
Susan.

“Man, what ishe at?’

“Huh?’

She had a half-amused frown on her face, which looked even better than the
full effort.

“Dez. That girl isonly sixteen.”

“Do you know her?’

“Y eah, she livesin my estate. She'sin my sister’s class. Ciara Maher, |
think.”

The name meant nothing to Johnny. But it provided ample opportunity to take
the piss out of hislecherousfriend later on. And another sister hehadn’t known
she had.

“Shit, that reminds me, you know | told you my sister, Claire, had a dream
about you, and | didn’t get a chanceto tell you?”’

“Yeah.”

“Well, she phoned last week, she rings every two weeks, and she said that
she'd had this dream about you. Y ou went over to see her, and all this mad shit
happened. She says that she knows you to see, and she told me about it when |
said that | was getting lyrics off you for the band.”

“Over to see her?”

“Y eah, she’ s over in Switzerland, working for some school. Part of her
college placement — she did German, so it was either there or Germany.”

Johnny felt the beginning of the cold wave in his stomach once more, and the
beginning of afrown on his forehead.

“Where abouts in Switzerland?’
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“Uh, place called Brient. It’ ssupposed to bereally cool. Mountains, |akes.”

In aflash, the stabbing cold tide burst from within him, spreading over his
skin in a blanket of pins and needles. His heart sank and rose simultaneously,
lurching around his chest in tandem with its beats. He felt sick, yet at the same
time, there was amassive relief released somewhere inside. His face revealed
nothing, neither did time, she was sipping once more from her pint, not aware of
any change in him. He didn’t understand why his body was reacting in this way,
but the same relief forced its way into his mouth, and he spoke. To his surprise,
camly.

“1 know the place, we went on a school tour there a couple of years ago.”

It was as though his body was separated from what was going on inside, going
about its businessin complete ignorance. Or elseit was controlling his body as
well, choosing his actions so asto not alert others to whatever it was. And what
the fuck wasit? A dart of reason poked through into his mind.

“That’sabit mad. Maybe you | eft some part of your aurathere or something,
and she picked up on it.”

Another time, hewould have willingly discussed such afar-fetched concept,
but now he had full control once more, as though the danger had passed. His
mouth could not speak at such lengthsif his mind was still struggling to
understand. He' d never seen this girl before, so how could he dream about her?

“It’ s possible.”

She excused herself to go to thetoilet, leaving him alone. He buried his head
in his hands, and cursed the swirling alcohol in his brain, mixing things up, not
allowing him any clarity whatsoever. Hefailed to see what the big deal was, now
that the cold and the spasms had receded. Who was to say that it was Susan’s
sister in hisdream? Maybe she even had hi m mixed up with someoneelse. Eveniif
shehadn’t, so what? Still imagesfrom the night before flashed before him, mostly
ignored. He felt adifferent kind of relief, and a sudden sheepishness. Like all
other minor crises, he had over-reacted like a clown. Stupidly. He smiled to
himself, hidden under his hands. Fucking weird.

She came back, briefly, to grab her coat.

“1’ve gotta go catch my lift. Will you be out tomorrow?”

“Probably.”



“1 have to go do some stuff for my aunt in the evening, but | should be out
after. 1'll see you then?”

He got the smallest suspicion that she was waiting for a hug, but he was not
goingtorisk it. Heturned towards hisdregs, just to make sure, and picked up his
glass.

“Y eah, see you then.”

He turned back as he said this, giving and receiving a smile. Anything more
wouldn’t be right. He watched for a moment as she walked away, and then made
his way towards the back. Dez was now seated in one of the smaller two-seat
alcoves, his new friend sitting across his knees. His face was obscured by her
head. Johnny turned on hisheels, grabbed his coat, and | eft. It wasdrizzling again,
so he enjoyed the walk home. Therewere too many things on his mind, but ahead
of all of them, asmile on his face.
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ten

There was something about Christmas that always pulled him in, even now as a
maturing man of the world. At a place where he should be worrying more about
hisqualifications, career prospects, women, beer, he still found himself wrapping
warmly in all that the season had to offer. Even the town looked well, the same
old tacky coloured lightbul bs strewn carel essly across most of the streets, Band
Aidblaring constantly from speakers, shop frontsand charity collectors greeting
all with an undeterred cheer. Everyone seemed happier, and all those who had
been away during the year had returned. It seemed that today, the day before
Christmas Eve, therewere small reunionstaking placein every corner of Dolan’s.
It was a Saturday, and the place would have been packed regardless. But with the
overflow of casual last-minute present buyers, bundling bags of slippers, cheap
perfume and chocol ates under tables, the pub seemed blacker than ever before.
Johnny had the second of the afternoon’ spintsin front of him, most of hisfriends
were around him, and he had just noticed Susan walking in with a group of her
friends. No Doubt’ scover of “Oi To The World” —the bar staff’ sdonation to the
Christmas spirit, was still audible over the loud hum of conversation.

“What’ s this | hear about you and that Welch one?”’

Dez had wasted very little timein passing on the necessary ammunition, and
Jamie did not need to be encouraged.

“Fuck off. Ask him about hislittle schoolgirl.”

“Man, she was fine! Fuck her age. She’s old enough.”

Dez had the rueful smile of someone who knows they’ ve been caught, but
doesn’t ratethe crime asbeing all that serious. As could have been predicted, he
was not going to allow himself to be rebuked by any of those around him.

The group continued to drink into the evening, pausing only briefly to wolf
down afeed in the Burgerhouse next door. Normally, they wouldn’t touch their
crummy food, but their taste buds werelong since numbed, and no-onewanted to
brave the sizeable trek to Harry’s. It was in the middle of his Super Burger that
Johnny was informed by Dez that Susan had just walked by.
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“Which means she’s not in the pub anymore.”

“« g7’

“Poor Johnny, his woman’s gone home.”

If it had been Dez on his own, it wouldn’t have been so bad. But with the
rising laughter coming from the other five, hefelt anew annoyance, asthough the
joke was now getting stale. That’s what he told himself.

“She’s not my fucking woman. | haven’'t done anything.”

There was enough venom in his tone to get the feeling across. Which was
stupid. Giving Dez some more rope to play with. The others responded with
tantrum calls, backing up the bastard. The Bastard And The Five Pricks, now
playing in Johnny’s head. One night only, but they can be persuaded to extend
their residency.

“Alright, alright, calm down.”

Dez’ s Scouser impression was brutal, but it offered Johnny the chance to
laugh his way back onto their side. Which would be easier in the long run. Dez
could be aproper arsehole in company, and he was damned if he was going to be
the obj ect of his attention.

Back inthe pub, they managed to reclaim their seats—it was still early, about
ahalf hour beforethe night-time crowdswould filter in. They moved onto shorts,
beginning with whiskey, then tequila. Stan wasthefirst casualty, shoving Johnny
out of theway in hisfervent rush to thetoilets. He emerged minuteslater, ashade
whiter than before, but with a victorious grin on his face.

“That’ s out of the way then. Y ou fuckers still have it coming.”

They placed bets on the identity of the next person to puke. It was to be
Jamie, followed some time later by Dez.

“It’ sthe food, man. Has to be.”

Brian had a concerned ook on his face, which morphed into laughter. To
Johnny’ s delight, Dez was on his kneesin a cubicle when Susan walked back in,
again flanked by three of her friends. Different friends, ones he recognised from
somewhere. She knew instantly where to find him, smiling across, waving. She
must have noticed him earlier on. Hedidn’t blame her for not coming over. Ashe
waved back, his eyes squinting as the light changed from dark to brighter, he
realised just how drunk hewas. Hiseyeswere alwaysthefirst to go. It wasagood



five minutes before she caught hisline of vision again, and he seized upon the
opportunity, ignoring the catcalls, making his over to where she stood.

“Jesus, you look hammered!”

“1I’d want to be, I’ ve been in here all day.”

He smiled once, then shot hiseyesto the floor. Straight away, from what she
had said, he was conscious of hisappearance. He squi rmed under the glaring, hot
red lightsthat hung over the bar. The sweat began to seep through the pores of his
skin. She looked damn good, but he could not look directly at her. He had
forgotten his pint, and there was an annoying void in his hand, and aso in his
mouth. The sudden movements of hisrelocation had not helped his head either.
He felt himself sway ever so slightly. Something told him that if he talked, he
would not notice it so much.

“Youwerein earlier?’

“Yeah, just for awhile. | had to go home to throw some stuff in a bag.”

She trailed away as the barman returned with her drink. What? Packing?
Johnny’ s brain instructed his heart to sink, but the message got lost somewhere
along the way. It found its way out in the form of alow moan.

“You going away?’

“Mmm. Going to my grandmother’ s for Christmas with the family. We
usually go every year, but we didn’t last time, so we' re kinda making up for it.
Claire’s coming over, but she’s only got three or four days off, soit’sjust as
handy for her to stay up there.”

“When will you be back?’

“The 27". Dad’ s back in work the next day.”

That wasn't so bad. She’ d be gone for the Stephen’ s Night piss-up, but she
would be back for New Y ear’ s. Unless she had something el se planned. Did she?
Shit, one disappointment is enough for one evening. That’ s be agood way to start
theyear.... Hismind waswandering, spending sometimewithitself asshetook a
mouthful of beer, and communicated with her friends acrossthe floor. She made
no immediate moves towards returning to the little group, so Johnny ordered
himself apint. He was still melting under the burning lights, still unableto look
her inthe eye, and more than happy to let her do all thetalking. Dez and company
had lapsed into a mumbling, incoherent commune in the corner, and he’d only



have to face their half-enthusiastic piss-taking if he went back over. Fuck them.
Besides, hislegs weren’t feeling the best.

She had launched into ataleinvolving some party that one of her friends had
thrown. The police had showed up, and dragged four guysaway inavan. It turned
out that the cops had been tipped of f about adrug-infested party inthearea, butin
their infinite wisdom had raided the first noisy house they came to; the wrong
party. The four guys they arrested had argued their innocence in an over-
exuberant manner. Johnny had one ear on her, and another directed inside his
head, where he sulked silently. “Blue Monday” was pounding from the speaker
just abovethe bar, its el ectronic pul ses stabbing him teasingly. Hewas angry, but
not sure where to focus it. Her? Her Granny? Damn, he wouldn’t get to meet
Claireeither. That could have been cool. Someonein Brient. She probably looked
like Susan as well. His mind turned from one point to another, still with the
awareness to read when he was supposed to be smiling in response to her story.
Each time he smiled, he remembered that it would be aweek at |east before she
was around again. And this was supposed to be fucking Christmas.



eleven

The more he walked, the further he was getting from where he wanted to be. The
city was becoming more and more decrepit, the shops and storeys of loud, happy
apartments above them had been replaced by abandoned brown-stoned
warehouses. There were no more bright side-streets with station wagons full of
kids nosing their way out onto the bustling main street. The only diversionsfrom
this street were dark, unwelcoming alleyways. Even the river had pulled itself
away from thispart of town, taking the courting couplesaway withit, itsbanksno
longer forming the opposite side of the street. Thetraffic too had eased away, and
the hum that had before sang of prosperity was now the eerie drone of distant cars
too scared to come this far. No, he would find nothing thisway. It was time to
turn back.

He switched direction and took his first step in one swift movement. He
walked with his head down, his eyes trained away from the buildings and the
scattered miserable people. At thefirst street corner he cameto, therewasasmall
man. He wasn’t exactly amidget, but considerably smaller than Johnny, perhaps
four feet in height. Again, Johnny left hiseyestrailing along the ground, so asto
not establish any eye contact. A sharp glint of sunlight flashed off somethingin
the small man’shand. As he passed him, Johnny noticed the blade, and glanced in
panic at the man’s face. His face was mildly distorted, the dimensions of his
features pointlessly fighting for space on his over-sized head. There was an
excited, child-likegrin of anticipation on hislips, hiseyesburned with intention.
He began to move once Johnny had walked past, sending short shocks of terror
racing through Johnny’ s body, which automatically dropped his hands from his
jacket pockets, in preparation for self-defence. The two of them were now
walking across the mouth of asloping street, which hauled itself back away from
the main thoroughfare. Johnny had hiseyes curled to hisright, using the corners
to keep track of the little man with the blade.

The little man veered off suddenly to the right, the same intent on his face,
adjusting hisstride slightly to cope with the steep hill. Johnny’ smind flowed with
athousand suggestions, each one rebuking him for his unnecessary panic.



You stupid shit, it wasn’t you he’ s following.

Just in the wrong place, but no harm done.

You could have taken the little prick anyway.

As he reached the opposite side of the entrance, he swivelled his body to
visually follow the path of the little man. Who or what was he going after
anyway? After hisbrief misguided role asthe object of thelittle man’ sattention,
he figured it was hisright to find out. The knife glinted rhythmically, each flash
interrupted as a tiny thumb ran itself along the cold metal. His dirty black
overcoat trailed along the ground, its natural swing upset by the motion of his
climb. He was staring straight ahead, the strange leer on his face spreading.
Johnny noticed a movement a short distance up, afigure emerging from the
shadows by the wall. A woman. With her back to him, making her way slowly up
the street. Even though the cowering rooftops overhead blocked out most of the
sunlight, her pale white skin still shone, heightened by the tones of her light blue
underwear, the only clothes she was wearing. She was barefoot, her hands
swinging intimewith her hair as she stepped. Her stepswere delicate, unrushed.

She doesn’t know...

Thelittle man was moving at agreater pace, and was gaining on her. His gait
was almost comical, his short legs pumping, his arms limp by his side. Johnny
was still frozen in position, stung by the horrified anticipation of what was to
happen. The same thousand voices that had been mocking his panic afew short
seconds before now filled his head with questions.

You're not going to just fucking stand there, are you?

Help her!!

Are you watching, Johnny?

Don't get involved. You'll be next.

You can take the fucking midget, don’t be stupid.

Johnny allowed each of the voicesitsturn, unable to decide, looking inside
for someone to make the decision. Heremembered thefear, and therelief which
followed. Would it be stupid to intervenein something that was entirely none of
his concern? Fine, something was probably going to happen to the girl, but it was
her problem, not his. Maybe she deserved it... But could he stand and watch it
happen? His leg twitched, announcing the end of his paralysed state. He could
move again. He was flushing the last of the questions from his mind when the
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little man, now within five feet of the oblivious woman, turned back to look at
him. And his eyes spoke.

What'sit going to be, Johnny? Are you going to get involved? You'd be
helping her.

That was fucking it. Johnny swung around and walked quickly around the
corner. Hislegswould not run, he had to be satisfied with apacy stride. His ears
burned, straining to hear awoman’ s scream on aside-street behind him. It never
came. Terror mixed with shame. A well-built manin ared lumber shirt began to
crosstheroad slowly, pointing adisapproving look towards Johnny. Hedidn't say
anything, he didn’t have to. Johnny felt tears welling up, and hislower lip began
totremble, but defiantly screamed “you didn’t do fucking anything either!!!.” The
man shrugged, and continued on his path. Johnny too did not miss a step, and
propelled himself further and further away, inthe opposite direction. He glanced
over his shoulder at random intervals, scanning in panic for amidget with a
bloodied knife. The man in the red shirt had walked right past the entrance to the
side-street. Pretty soon, he had disappeared from view. Johnny could now barely
make out the street corner where he had first met the midget. The street was
easing itself back into the more pleasant part of town, taking itself safely away
from knife-wielding midgets. His heart began to steady itself, deciding that the
crisiswastruly over. Relief and biting shame fought for his attention, and shame
was starting to get the upper hand.



twelve

Christmas Day was its usual bizarre self in Johnny’s home. After the ritual
exchange of presents and the annual family outing to Mass, his mother had
disappeared into the bowels of her kitchen, preparing the kind of feast that she
never even attempted to recreate on any ordinary day of the year. Hisfather had
taken over the stereo, wading hisway through the small pile of compact discsthat
his wife, son and daughters had bought him. Ann was engrossed with the art set
that Santa had dropped down the chimney, whilst Niamh bravely stepped over her
teenage festive cynicism to offer guidancet o her sister. Johnny, still nicely chilled
after the quick joint he’'d squeezed in after Mass, was idly flicking through a
Bunty annual, one eye on the World Cup review which wasreminiscing quietly in
the corner. The morning was lazy, peppered with chocolae and wine, only
heightening hishunger. By the time hismother had proudly called “dinner!” from
thekitchen, hewasstarving. Hisplatewasfilled with great hills of potatoes, both
mashed and roasted, hundred of peas and carrot slices, swimming reluctantly in
gravy, and enough turkey, ham and stuffing to constitute ameal on their own. The
winewasstill plentiful, his mother taking the opportunity to indulge now that her
work was done. They ate in silence, savouring the food that somehow tasted
differently on this day. There was along pause over tea and coffee, allowing
digestion to take its course before they commenced the massive cleanup
operation.

Johnny spent the afternoon in front of some Disney movie, his stomach too
bloated for much else. His parentswent for awalk around five, leaving him free
to throw another spliff together. Hewent into the back yard quietly, settlinginhis
appointed place behind the shed, his ears cocked towards the back door in case
either of hispreying sistersfelt theneed to incriminate him. Naturally, they would
only accuse him of smoking cigarettes, but upon being informed, his parents
would be atouch wiser. He had a glass of red wine with him; alame excuseto be
out in the chilly evening air, but it had to do. The sharp intake of hisfirst pull
brought water to hiseyes, before finding itsway to his stomach, hisnose, and his
brain. He felt the beginning of hislight-headed sways soon after, and rested his
head against thewall. The sky above himwasavibrant grey, he could seethe cold
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inthe air. His breath had an extra depth as he exhaled again and again, sweet
fumesticking hisnose. A cool, wet drop splashed onto hishand, another fell into
hisglass. Dripsfell randomly around him, but without the urgency to suggest that
he should retreat indoors. It was as though the sky was deciding whether or not to
rain down on him alone. He took another mouthful of wine, swallowed, and
inhaled once more. His entire body shivered with the sensation. All at once,
picture after picture flashed in front of hiseyes, like apersonal slide show. His
brain struggled to keep up, attempting to put words or labelsto each image. He
saw alakesidetown, shuddering upwards at huge green mountains; Susan Welch,
in alive action pose, the photo he had seen; awoodland glade, with the strange
man staring at him; atopless woman in those goalkeeper shorts; aslowly moving
woman in blue underwear being pursued by a midget in atrenchcoat. When the
slide show had ceased, Johnny raised his smoky head once more to the sky,
wincing as another great raindrop caught him square on the cheek. There was a
sudden surge of puzzlement, his failure to understand what it all meant.

What had been a dream?

All of it, wasn't it?

Fuck it, it didn’t real ly matter, it was all just weird, random shit.

No — he had seen that Polaroid, and the picture of Susan. Shit, if he hadn’t
been so stupid, he would still have them. So why was he seeing them with the
other stuff, thethings he’ d dreamed about? It made no sense. Wasit supposed to?
The questionswerelost in hisdrifting mind, forced out by an uncaring laziness.

The rain had begun to pick up, and he was starting to get wet. It was getting
dark —how fucking long had he been out here anyway? He stubbed what little was
left of the joint, and tossed it over the wall. The last of the wine moistened his
ragged throat, and he ambled slowly back through the freezing wet rain. There
wasno-one at the door, no-onein thekitchen, so he smiled in the face of another
perfectly executed truancy.

In comparison to dinner, teawasamodest affair. Johnny neverthelesswolfed
down whatever was going, his hunger having returned. The early evening family
movie was Jurassic Park, and all five relocated to the sitting room as it began.
Even though Johnny owned a copy of the video, and had seen it adozen times, it
wasafilm hehad never tired of, so hetook hisplace by thefire. Another bottle of
wine was opened and passed to him. By midnight, he and his parents were the



only survivors, nicely pissed as The Remains Of The Day drew to aclose. The
sheer magnitude of the day’ s drinking had taken its toll, so Johnny said his
farewellsand hit the sack. His stomach wasfull, hismind dizzy from thewine, so
sleep was well within reach.

The next day wastraditionally given over to experimentation within hislittle
group of friends. In years gone by, this had translated to a bizarre riverside
camping expedition (seen as a major success, even though the sub-arctic
conditions had meant that the four brave campers had slept in the car as opposed
to their tent), a house party in Dez’s parents’ loft, and a well-insul ated session
drinking flagonsin the park. This last effort had been a once-off, with the
resulting bouts of flu enough to deter any such stupidity ever again. Brian had
been responsiblefor thisyear’ s suggestion, which had been greeted with roars of
approval three nights earlier.

“Let’sall gotothe Green Room! It’s been fucking years since | wasthere.”

The Green Room was thetown’ slargest night-club, which bustled regularly
with local s and those shipped in from the surrounding areas. Johnny and his mates
avoided the place as a rule—there were many reasons— egos still bruised from
refusals at the door, hearts still torn by memories of furtive lustful scrambles at
thewall by thetoilets, or simply the fact that it wasreligiously full of shitheads
dancing to shit music. However, having spent the majority of the preceding day
knocking back pints, theirony of making their traditional extremejaunt avisit to
the hated night-club was lost on nobody. Y et in the cold light of the evening of
December 26", there were moans to be heard.

“Thisisastupid idea. It's always a shit night in here.”

“Not if we're hammered goingin.”

“They won't even let usin the fucking door then.”

“Andit’ll cost afortune.”

“Don’t be such amiserable bastard. We'll get nicely pissed, go in, grab a
table, and get completely twisted in there.”

Even Johnny, who was |leading the opposition voices, had to admit that this
was areasonable idea. Or at the very least, the best of a bad bunch of options.

Having loosened themselves up nicely in Dolan’s, the group made their way
through town to the downtrodden walls of Green’s Hotel. The night-club was

61



nothing more than a converted ballroom, but yet still held onto itstitle asthe
number one venuein the area. There was asmall queue, held up as the bouncers
refused entry to three hopel essly underage girls, shivering astheir jacketsfailed to
cover the bare skin their dancing regaliaexposed. Thethreewerewaving falseid
cards, insisting in shrill voices that they were eighteen. Asthey turned past the
gueue, their excessively made-up faces contorted into bitter defeat, Dez and Brian
exchanged quiet giggles, well aware of the fact that anything louder would not go
down well with the bouncers. (Not to mention the likelihood of the three girls
returning when the night-club finished, with many large, aggressive hoodlums
eager to protect the honour of their innocent little sisters). Asit happened, the
bouncerswerefinding great amusement in their latest triumph, and were of cheery
dispositions as Johnny and company whisked past them.

Inside, loud monotonous dance music was pounding, the vibrations shaking
thefloor slightly. It was still early, with only afew dedicated souls making moves
on the dancefloor. After leaving their coats with the bitter employeesin the
cloakroom, thegroup laid claim to one of thered velvet couches, which swungin
a¥circle, giving all aperfect view of thefloor, if they so desired. They moved as
one to the bar, before taking Johnny’ s order, and sending him back to guard the
seats. He sat on his own for afew brief minutes, his head happily sailing, well
prepared for the thralls of warm well-meaning bullshit he would be expected to
talk.

“ls that woman of yours gonnabe in here? Does she come here?”’

Johnny was in too good a mood to allow Dez to wind him up thistime.

“No, she’'s off with some relations for the week.”

“Sheisaye. She's off laying into some other bloke!”

They were again the focus of attention, and there was a round of laughter.

“Let her on. She'd only wreck my head.”

A concept he was only too happy to risk, but they didn’t have to know that.

They moved on to comparing how the patented family Christmas Day had
gonefor each of them, to laughing about Liverpool’ s miserable performances over
the Christmas period, to exchanging early vows as to which women they were
going to bed before the evening wasover. Asthe place begantofill, the selection
grew stronger. After an hour or so, Brian happily announced that he had noticed a
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group of girlshe knew from college coming in, whichwould beaguaranteefor at
least two of them. Sure enough, after he had strutted across thefloor to the corner
that they had commandeered, he returned ten minuteslater with three of them, one
armin arm, silently but blatantly announcing to hisfriends “this one’s mine, go
for the other ones!”

They were introduced, and filtered into the conversation streams easily,
outdoing Stan and Jamiein their knowledge of Monty Python scripts. Sometime
later, Johnny began to weigh the situation carefully, deciding whether or not he
had a chance with either. He had forgotten their names already, but the one with
the black hair appeared to be broadcasting to Jamie. She addressed him morethan
the other two, and a smile was never far from her lips whenever he spoke. Her
friend, who was alittle quieter, was evidently well pissed. Despite the fact her
eyesrolled as she spoke, and she kept spilling her tall glass of vodkaand lime, she
was extremely cute. Long brown hair fell lightly across her shoulders, some of it
brushing his arm as she moved. Her bare navel was pierced, always an appealing
sight to Johnny. The cogs in his brain turned ruthlessly. She could be an easy
catch, being thisdrunk, asmall bit further down the path than him. At the stage he
was, it didn’t matter to him whether she could string two wordstogether or not. A
pieceinside him scol ded such ahormonal notion, and atwinge of something else
pointed hismind’ s eye towards Susan. Sure, she wouldn’t approve, but shewasn’t
fucking here. Inaway, it’sher fault that he’' s even contemplating this. He turned
thisall over in his head, as she continued to rave about The Life Of Brian beside
him. Stan edged past him, and delayed ever so slightly on hisway past her. He
had been doing his own mental deductions. Johnny observed theritual exchange
between them, deciding that she was anyone’s. It was simply a question of who
went for it. Now would be an ample opportunity to move in while his opponent
was briefly out of the picture, but the piss he had been holding off for ages was
now screaming to get out. Besides, it was safer to go now whilst Stan was also
gone. She looked up at him with pissed doe eyes as he sidled past.

“You're going as well? | must smell or something.”

“No, no, I’'m just going to the toilet.”

He allowed himself asmall congratulatory smirk, noticed Stan jostling at the
bar, and vowed to be back in his seat before him.



Needless to say, there was a queue in the toilet. Two fucking shitheads
blocking cubicles, arguing about fucking horses. By the time Johnny had forced
hisway past, relieved himself, and turned the corner back towardst heir seat, Stan
had moved in. The cause was not completely lost : he only had hisarm around her
naked shoulder, but she wasn’t exactly pulling away. Johnny debated whilst
walking, deciding that it would be stupid to retreat, sulking. He mischievously
made hisway back to hisown place on the couch, stubbornly determined to make
it as difficult as possible for hisfriend.

After along and drawn ten minutes spent swigging Carlsberg, and offering
the cute drunk girl the opportunity to exchange Stan’s affections for his own,
Johnny gave up. Brian had gone somewhere with his woman, as had Jamie, and
Stan was evidently heading in the same direction. The jammy bastard had worn
down his defiance. Neither of them had the grace to look up as he left, fuming
quietly, facing the further dilemmaof now having to find someone el seto talk to.
Hewasfucked if he was going to trai pse around this shitty place on hisown. He
seized upon the safest immediate option—the bar. As he crossed the edge of the
dull wooden dancefloor, he noticed Dez |eaning against apillar just to theright of
the counter. Chatting up the same girl of dubious age that he had been with in
Dolan’s. Johnny racked his brain temporarily for her name— someone had told
him — but hisinterest in that fact faded. Ordinarily, he would avoid hisfriend,
giving him the space to do whatever it was he did with these schoolgirls. But this
time, he was smarting from one rejection, and quickly figured that he owed Dez
an interruption. The bastard had been giving Johnny a hard enough time of it
lately, time for some of his own juice.

Oddly enough, Dez did not appear displeased. Maybe the fucker was so
confident of the outcome of hisreunion with Y oung Girl he could afford afew
sidetracks. Smug prick. Johnny conjured a smile, and feigned a drunker state.

“Hey man, how isit hanging?’
“Not so bad. What are you at?’
“Nothing much. | can see what you're at.”



Johnny had what he believed to be aknowing smile on hisface. Dez dropped
his eyes, grinning, and she looked mildly annoyed. L ooked like he wasn’t good
enough for this one either.

“Johnny, thisis Ciara. Ciara, Johnny.”

“Alright.”

“Hi Johnny.”

She sounded older than she looked. And appeared to be looking down onhim.
What the fuck?

“What' s going on over there? The boys still there?”

“Nah. Brian’ s scarpered, Stan is laying into some young one, | dunno where
therest are. I'm hitting the bar.”

Hewasalready tired of thisrolereversal — Dez was amuch better interfering
prat than he' d ever be. Dez was peering over Johnny’s shoulder, a smile
beginning to spread.

“Before you do, you might want to check this out.”

He pointed back towardstheir original seats, past the now vacant couch, to the
small alcove beside the cloakroom. Johnny spun around and followed the
directions. Hisheart |eaped, ignorant of thetardying effect that hisnumbed brain
had on his external organs. Susan. Stuffing the bright yellow coat receipt into her
pocket, pulling at her wallet. What the fuck was she doing here? Wasn't she
supposed to be away?

“|1 thought you said she was gone away?”’

“Y eah, yeah, she was supposed to.”

“Why, is heinto her or something?”’

Shit, he had Schoolgirl on his case now.

“Oh yeah.”

Johnny moved ever so slowly away from the smiling couple, his eyes still
fixed on the girl at the other end of the club. Now fiddling through her money,
setting herself for atrip to the bar, no doubt. He moved in against the bar, pushing
in beside the same two foolswho had blocked him inthetoilets. Pulling hiseyes
away from her briefly, he stole the barman’ s attention, and ordered a Pernod. He
took the cold short glass, pocketed his change, and edged past the two arguers.
She had her back turned to him now, oddly, still in the same position. Waiting for
somebody. In aninstant, she turned back, dragging someone by the arm, laughing,
happy. A bloke.



No, no, it’snot. Some friend, arelative maybe. Her cousin. Not abloke. His
mind was speeding, asking him to ignore the horrible sinking feeling. A giant
lump had formed in his chest, right above his heart, and had slowly sunk,
dragging him down with it. He slipped back out of view, aware of hisface, still
frozen with somefeeling he couldn’t recognise. They were still visiblethrough a
scattered line of people. Hisarm still inhers. They stopped, she went through the
money in her hand. He leaned across her, kissed her cheek. Shesmiled. The same
lump rose again, and fell. That wasit.

He was gripping his class so tightly, it began to burn with coldness. He
gripped it alittle harder, wanting to feel pain. Wordswere flying about his head,
lilting voicestelling him that he knew all along. That he was stupid to let her in.
That it was only to be expected. He was standing back, waiting for her to return
from the bar. Rubbing his mouth with the sleeve of his poxy jumper. He was
nothing. A throwaway poser fucking nothing. Sideburns, cropped gelled hair,
nothing. A fucking nobody. Staring around like some kind of afucking monkey.
A fucking monkey who had her.

That’sreal funny. Look at who beat you.

Johnny turned away, unable to look at him.

“You ok, my son?’

He had moved onto histhird Pernod, and hadn’t noticed one of the dickheads
beside him leaving. The other was how looking at him with bloodshot eyes, a
strong, nauseating smell of beer on hi sbreath. Something spurred Johnny to shove
all else aside, and to humour thefool. Tonight’ s project— pretend that everything
isbrilliant... Or something likethat. A littlerole-playing to passthetime, perhaps.

“Y eah, man, cool. Nicely wrecked. And you?’

His new companion took the enthusiasm as an invitation to converse, and
swivelled his bar stool.

“Fuckin’ hammered. But sureit’s the best way to be.”

“Y ou’re not wrong there.”

Johnny raised his glass in a salute, and swallowed a mouthful of the sweet
dark liquor. His friend followed his cue.

“And what has ayoung fellalike you out on his own like this? Woman?”’



Therewasasudden dart of similar dismay under Johnny’ sbrave exterior, but
quickly covered over. He was more grateful for this bizarre strength than he had
ever been of anything before.

“Y eah, something along those lines.”

“She don’t want to know about it?”’

“Nope.”

Hisfriend took adramatic slug from his pint, dragging the moment. It would
have looked good in afilm, Johnny thought. Y eah, afilm probably would be a
better option. At least they end.

“Been there, my son. | mightn’t look it now, but I’ ve done all this shit.”

“Yeah?

“Yeah. | was married before, with akid, now it's all down the shitter.”
Johnny had no great interest in this man’s history, but he equally had no
interest in talking about Susan fucking Welch. The greater of two evils. It made

no difference, his comrade in misery was on aroll.

“1 was working abroad for years, all over Europe. Spent ten yearsin
Switzerland. Beautiful country. | wasmarried therefor thelast four years. Came
back here when it ended. Never been really the same, but | guess life goes on.”

Johnny’s brain clicked, images from past days shooting before his eyes.

“Brient.”

“What' s that, son?’

“l said ‘Brient’. It'satown in Switzerland. | was there afew years ago.”

“Don’t know the place.”

“Courseyou don't.”

Why should he? It’ s all bollocks. Not connected. He smiled to himself. As
connected as hewould beto Susan fucking Welch. Thisdrunk cynicism wasfun.
It held no prisoners. It had no room for stupid feelings. Much more fun.

Shortly after, hisfriend wasreunited with hiswarring companion, and thetwo
left, theformer assuring Johnny that hewas“agood sort”, and that it “doesn’t rain
all thetime.” A strangely poetic flourish from a drunken idiot, he thought, and
very close to a sentiment from The Crow that he himself had held on to.

Johnny finished off his drink, and slid off his stool. The night was well and
truly over. He stumbled across the edge of the floor, head down, aiming for the
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cloakroom. The staff were notably morejolly at the end of the evening, obviously
happy that the end wasin sight, when they could join their peers on the other side
of the counter. Hetook his coat, and struggledit on. Thefirst of the happy couples
made their ways past him, happily bidding farewell to the bouncers. Johnny felt
like getting sick.

“Johnny!”

Shit, shit, shit. Not anger, just arush of sad resignation. He had almost made
it to the door, but her voice was calling him back. He fixed hisface once more,
and turned back. She was covering the ground at great speed, alone. Where was
Monkey Boy?

Sill happy.

“1 didn’t know you were here!”

“Yeah, | was over there al night.”

He was swaying, his words were mumbled, he knew his eyes were gone.

“I’m only in ahalf hour or so. Just got back from my grandmother’s. Turns
out my cousinsfrom England are coming over, soweonly got to stay ‘til today.”

Hewasn't sureif that counted as a plus—she hadn’t been lying, then. No, he
decided that there weren’t any pluses. All negatives. All rain.

“Good night?”’

“Yeah, alright. I’'m abit gone.”

“You look it.”

That disarming smile hadn’t lost all its power just yet. Shit, thiswas sore. The
same stubborn strength was summoned, and the smallest of smiles entered his
brain. He wanted to make it awkward. Would she squirm if she knew that he
knew?

Ask her who she'sin here with.

That’ s good. She was rambling away, he wasn't listening. Her eyes were
trained on the pattern of hisjacket, still smiling. It hit him softly. She doesn’t
know, or give a damn. Why should she squirm?

It was timeto go.

“Listen, | have to go. See you again?’

There was aflash of surprise on her face as he cut her off. Reliable Johnny,
the patient listeni ng man, turnson her. Shedidn’t see that coming. Y et he himself
was surprised to find himself unable to break out without afriendly signing off.
For what, asshole?



She still looked puzzled. Let Monkey Boy console her.
“Y eah, sure. Seeyou.”

He pushed through the broad wooden doors, muttered something curt to the
bouncers, and gritted histeeth as afreezing wind blew drizzle into hisface. His
stupid Swiss-married drunk asshole friend at the bar didn’t know shit —it was
fucking raining now.
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thirteen

Just as before, when he found himself awake, dreaming of a wooded glade with
faded old men and doubles of himself, Johnny knew that he was flying in sleep.
Therewas ahorrible, humid heavinessin his head, the blossoming hangover that
would rebuke him for his evening’s over-indulgence. Y et through the hazy pain,
he could make out the images that his brain was amusing itself with, whilst his
body was supposedly asleep. Above it all, there was a huge feeling of timid
expectancy, of adesireto learn, of the knowledge that something was about to be
explained to him. Thisin itself was enough to hold his attention.

He found himself walking on adusty dirt path that ran alongside aslow quiet
river. Far away inthe distance, there was the outline of alarge town, shimmering
in the sticky heat, steam rising. Behind him was another town, and it became
apparent that he was travelling from one to the other. He had a clean, white
football with him, and was bouncing the ball as he walked, i ts gentle navy patterns
blurring asit rolled. The path was uneven, and he could feel its contoursthrough
the soles of his runners. Suddenly, the ball hit a clay divot, and bounced away
from hisreach. It rolled slowly acrossthe rough grass that separatedthepathfrom
theriver. Johnny followed it, increasing his pace asit neared the edge. Hewas a
split second too slow —hisfingers scraped the soft warm leather asit slipped into
the water with the smallest of splashes, hisintervention causing the ball to roll
over itself. It drifted lazily away from the bank, still spinning slowly. Johnny lay
down quickly on the grass, thelong bladestickling hisface. Hereached out across
the water, feeling its coolness on his arm. Again, his fingers were not long
enough, merely scratching the very edge of the sphere, setting the ball off
spinning again. He changed his position, moving his body to face the evading
football, his legs stretched out behind him. With one huge lunge, his T-shirt
skimming across the water, he managed to get a hand on the ball. It took the
majority of hisweight, dropping briefly into the cold river, rising back up again
just as quickly. He took his other hand from the bank to steady himself, and
moved to grab the ball. As he did so, the ball began to spin again. His hand
slipped off, the sudden sharp | oss of balance causing himto roll over on hisside,
into the freezing slow water.
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Hewasonly under for abrief few seconds, hismind allowing itself to recover
from the shock before putting his basic swimming knowledgeto use. He kicked
himself back to the surface, gasping as his heavy, wet clothes vied with the
burning sun on his face for the honour of most extreme sensation. He was
breathing heavily and quickly, attempting to push the cold away. The bright sun
scorched hiseyes, the cool water began to sting hisskin. Using hislegsin circular
movements, he kept himself afloat, raising his heavy arms from the water,
brushing his eyes dry. He was back at the bank’ s edge, reaching for the green
slope to pull himself up.

He was just about to raise himself from the water when he noticed the man
standing before him. The brief surprise caused himto loosen hisgrip on the bank,
and he slipped back alittle. He didn’t remember seeing anybody on the path, in
either direction. The man was motionless, his hands hidden in the great pockets of
abeige overcoat which came halfway down hislegs. Hisface wasbland, hishead
covered by an old Trilby hat. Johnny knew him. His mind raced back to another
dream, seeing thisman, without the col our that he now possessed, watching him,
watching as his unseen double confused Johnny with lyrical bullshit. His
companion was now alot nearer to him than he had been before, and hisface was
clearly visible. He had a kind disposition, but eyes that shot cold, and tight lips
that gave him an equally depraved look. He vaguely reminded Johnny of Peter
Kurten, a German serial killer who had fooled many of hisvictimswith hiskind
features. Who had terrified Johnny even as a black and white photograph.

He continued to kick his legs beneath him, bobbing afloat. The man was
standing perilously closeto the edge, directly infront of Johnny, therefore making
it moredifficult for himto leave hiswatery abode. A sudden rush of indignation
struck him. Why wasn't this smiling stranger offering any assistance? Do people
normally go bathing inrivers, fully clothed? Do willing swimmersnormally look
as annoyed as Johnny did? He glared at the motionless man for a split second,
quickly guenching any aggressive thoughts, beaten down by the silent authority
the stranger was emitting. Thewater was cold, but it wasn’t the only thing making
Johnny shiver.

When the smiling stranger spoke, his voice matched his appearance. A soft,
friendly lilt, backed with a restrained menace that barked of warning.

71



“Isit making any sense yet?’

Johnny was surprised to learn that he could speak, and all at once was rushed
with scores of voices, giving him the questions he needed to ask. Hefelt aquiet
fear risein his chest, and huge excitement.

“Iswhat making sense?’

His heart was pounding, at odds with the slow ripples around him.

“All of this. Y our dreams, what goes on inside and outside them.”

His mouth appeared to flesh out when he spoke, thetight lipsnow filled with
colour. Hedidn't look so bad anymore. Johnny felt sleepy, dreamy. Comfortable.

“They’ re joined together, aren’t they?”

Thethought popped into hishead, and he passed it out without consideringit.
The man on the bank smiled.

“Yes”

Johnny felt hiseyes closing. The water was getting so much warmer, he was
drifting into sleep. Hefelt good. The questions still came at him, therewas still a
part of him resisting the sweet warmth, a part wanting to find out more.

“But why? What' s the reason?’

The words were mumbled, his head now turned to the sky, the sun no longer
burning but sweeping his face gently.

“l can’'t say. Thereisno gaininyou knowing now.”

Therewasarise of childish petulancein Johnny’ s stomach. It struggled past
the dreamy waves, fighting to be heard.

“Why not? | want to know.”

“It’snot here. It won’t be here when you wake. Y ou haveto find whereit is.”

That sounded much too like hard work. Especially when he felt so sleepy.

“How do | find whereitis? What isit?’

“You will find it with open eyes. And there you will be shown.”

Now that sounded reasonable. Open eyes. Not like now, closed eyes. Warmth.
Hislegs didn’'t want to move anymore. The water was pulling him down like a
gentle cloak.

“Youwon't be alone. I'll be along too.”

Company. Help. Just like the water wanted to help him sleep right now.
Something told him that the man was leaving. He could not see, his eyes were
shut tightly, feeling the warm lapping action of the river on hisface. It didn’t
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matter, he had been told all he needed to know for now. So he could rest, he could
sleep. Hegaveinto the persistent warmth, and slipped slowly beneath the surface.

* * * * * * * * * *

Therewas a sickening mixture of fear and excitement in hisstomach the next
morning, each emotion clawing at the other through his skin. He was sitting
upright in bed, his head resting on the headboard, the chilly morning air curling
around him. The dream was as vivid now asit had been during the night. He side-
stepped his hangover completely, turning over huge new facts. Hisdreamswere
connected? Which dreams? He racked his brain in a dazed panic, found himself
unable to focus on anything for any more than a split second, and turned to his
diary where he had loosely catalogued them. Where did it start? Was it just the
dreams that were joined, or was the Polaroid part of it? The email with Susan
Welch'’ s picture? He scoured through his daily entries, passing one dream after
another, discounting some, pausing at others. He came to where he had first
mentioned the Polaroid. Who the hell had sent it? His eyes carried to the page
across, the day before. His dream about posting a letter. No, that’s fucked up.
That can’t connect. The picture wasreal, that wasadream. His body ignored the
rationale, allowing itself a cold shiver. He moved on. That fucking thing on the
way home from Dez s. He could barely make out hisinebriated scrawl on the page
— “..mad ghost-thing. | felt some weird shit while looking at it.” He had no
details, no recollection of what the vision had done or said to him, so heflicked on
another couple of pages. A lot of stupid shit about Susan Welch. The picture
attached to the email. Remember the dreamabout checking your mail? Something
told him that he could connect this, but he didn’t know how. The dream about the
girl in the wooded glade—that’ swhere he’ d seen that man before. Stillsfrom the
previousnight rushed before him. He could make no sense of thisoneeither. The
adventure in Brient. The girl, who was also in the dream with the midget and the
knife. Susan’s sister, in Brient, dreaming about him. The chill that had lodged in
his chest had grown and seeped around his body. He gripped the hard-backed
copy, turning pages fervently, allowing the thought to fester.

It won’t be explained here. You have to find it elsewhere.

Brient? No, it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. Not that simple. He had tofind where it
was, so it wasn’t written for him already. Wasit? His eyes were wide, throwing
coloured blocks of “yes’ and “no” around behind them. It wasall connected. Y et
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none of it wasexplained. Hehad to find it to understand, yet he was not sure what
tolook for. Again, excitement whipped through him, the massive desireto put it
all together destroying the fear that held him back. This isfucked up. His hands
were shaking, his brain rushing him to gather more details. He would be shown
where to go, and he had to go there? Thiswas big. Thiswas unreal. Thiswas a
mission.

Later that day, as the afternoon gave itself over to his hangover, it had all
passed. Replaced by the grumpy decision that his mind wasreally getting fucked
up. Sure, go jump on a plane to Switzerland. He was bitterly scornful of his
eagernessto get carried away. To believe some stupid dream. Y et the same cold
freeze gripped his heart each time he thought of it. He passed it off, denying
himself the drama.
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fourteen

He settled back onto his bed as the music kicked in. Moby’ sinstrumental e.p.,
“Littleldiot”, was about the only thing he owned that he could play right now. Its
soothing soundscapes traditionally gave him an escape route from whatever was
bothering him; he could lose himself in the swirling mazes, breathe as his mind
was flushed and freed. Now, more than ever before, he needed the break. He
stretched back, his head resting on the wall, his fingers scraping the glossy
surfaces of the photographs strewn on his duvet, his feet crunching over empty
plastic bags on the floor. Exhaling deeply, the sweet smell of alcohol on his
breath, allowing the music to take him. Hisrelief |lasted mere seconds. The
Inevitable could not be avoided.

Three days had passed since the episode involving connected dreams, akind-
faced stranger, and the promise that it would soon be explained to him. Johnny
had shunned it all in due course, but was now faced with the possibility that it was
so much more than an amusing creation of his own mind. As quickly as he had
scoffed at what his dream was telling him, he found himself going backwards,
embracing all that he had initially believed, in afrightened attempt to take control
of what was now controlling him. It was real. What the strange man had been
speaking of,, an incomprehensible link between Johnny’ sbizarre dreams, reality,
perhaps even what agirl in adistant country was dreaming about — it was all
connected. And could not be explained until Johnny discovered where it waited
for him. Just as his companion had prompted, “it” had found Johnny. He knew
now where the answer lay. It was something he had already considered, and
ignored. But now, he could have no doubt.

Thefirstinstance occurred on the morning of the second day after hisdream.
He couldn’t get back to sleep once the dog next door had woken him, so hegot up
at nine. Needlessto say, with peoplestill on Christmas holidays, there wasno-one
else stirring in the house. He made himself some breakfast, and flicked through
the channels, finding little besides children’s programmes. If it wasn't Willy
Wonka’' s Chocolate Factory, The Wizard Of Oz, or one of the Muppet movies,
Johnny had little or no interest in watching. He decided to take full advantage of
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the unused phone line, and hooked up his computer. He opened Netscape
Navigator, and waited for the prompt to enter hisinternet provider password. The
program sprang nosily onscreen, retrieving the necessary data. Hisusual starting
point wasthe Altavistasearch engine, but asthe computer waited for thefull page
to download, the caption displayed at the bottom |eft corner of the screen read
“Host switzerland.tourism.com contacted.....waiting for reply.” It should have
been waiting for areply from the search engine. Hisfrown deepened asthelegend
“Brient, Switzerland — Switzerland for visitors” appeared on the title bar. The
webpage continued to load, raising adark green background with whitetext, and a
small image of an old-style steamer boat on alake. The detail in the photograph
caught his eye—the sharp white paint of the vessel, the dark blue swirling waters,
the bright happy shades of flowers in the foreground, and brooding grey
mountains glaring dominantly down from behind. The legend “Brient (Bernese
Oberland)” was splashed acrossthe top of theimage, and the side scroll bar shot
into movement, indicating the length of the page. Hewas still slightly groggy, not
fully awake, and only half processing what was going on. Why was he starting up
onthispage? Hedidn’t recall changing hispreferences. He slowly reached for the
mouse, dragged the cursor to the top of the screen, and clicked on “Edit”, then
“Preferences.” Shit, there it was. The home page was set to open at
http://switzer land.tourism.com/region/brient.html. No, he definitely didn’t do
that. Who the fuck did? He absentmindedly scrolled down through the rest of the
page.

L ots of text, some German, some French, alittle English. A small map,
showing the village as it curled around the lake’' s contours. Who set this as his
starting page? His parents knew his internet password, and used it from time to
time, but why change his settings? Moreto the point, why the interest in Brient?
Onceagain, he considered the possibility of himself falling home twisted drunk,
and engaging in a little mumbled nostalgia, but he was pretty sure he hadn’t.

Dez had called some hours later, and displayed an unusual amount of tact,
saving Johnny from any painful questionsabout his Stephen’sNight in The Green
Room. He too must have noticed Susan with the monkey. In return, Johnny
offered no teasing about Dez’ s rude schoolgirl. He wasn’t in the mood anyway.

“What are you at tomorrow?’

“Nothing.”
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The childlike buzz of Christmas had passed, and he was not |ooking forward
to New Year’'s. Asamatter of fact, he wasn’'t looking forward to anything. A
couple of hoursworth of moping, and everything had been exaggerated— college,
women, and no band. He needed cheering up, badly.

“You on for Dublin?’

“For what?’

“Albums, clothes, beer, the usual.”

Much to his disgust, the majority of Johnny’s Y uletide gifts had been of the
hard cash variety. True, money was always handy, but there was something
grown-up about waking up on the morning with little more than abundl e of notes
to get excited about. He'd much rather presents he could play with —anew
Playstation game, or something. However, with his untouched stash now burning
aholein his pocket, an opportunity to throw some of it away seemed like an
excellent cheering-up option.

“Yeah, I’d be on for that. Anyone else going?”’

“Nah. Lazy fuckers.”

They met at the railway station early the next morning, their faces already
pink as a cruel wind whipped around the town. As per usual, their first stop in
Dublinwas one of the smaller, independent record shops, where Dez religiously
managed to pick up some obscure eighties thrash album. An hour had soon
passed, and they had both satisfied their musical appetitesfor the day, and turned
to the second hand clothes markets. Dez had spent the journey up declaring his
desire to find a petrol pump attendant shirt, complete with erroneous nametag.
Johnny had responded with hisintentionsto trawl through the arrays of second
hand replica soccer shirts. In the second shop they visited, he found a vast
sel ection, and got to work. He marvelled silently at the range—thesimplered and
white shirt that Notts Forest had worn in the 79/80 European Cup Finals, the
white Polish away shirt from the’ 82 World Cup (adefinite purchase), the original
Admiral England shirt, also from ’82, and many ancient replicas of obscure
foreign teamswhose crests he couldn’ t even decipher. One or two caught hiseye
—avivid blue shirt with yellow trim, with “FC Verona” stitched above the crest.
Another red one, with the old-style collar that he preferred. He pulled it from the
rack, admiring the darker shades that ran through it. There wasn’t any kit
manufacturer’ sinsignia on the chest opposite the badge; a simple badge, like a
coat of arms, with thelogo “ SV Brient” incorporated. Johnny’ sheart leapt at first,



recognising and regi stering the opportunity to further his dedicated homageto the
pretty village. He remembered a framed photograph in one of the small pubs
there, depicting thelocal footballing heroes. They were blatantly an amateur team
—asthey posed proudly in matching all-red kits, small crowds visible on the
touchlines behind them, some of them were decidedly overweight, atrait not
likely to be noticed in anything other than asmall, local team. As quickly as he
found himself excited by the thin red garment in his hands, Johnny felt afamiliar
chilling sweep from his chest, causing him to shiver violently. Brient. It was all
soaking back into hismind. Connections, answers. Not here, somewhereelse. It'l|
find you. Was it finding him? He shook his head slowly, almost dream-like. He
felt sleepy, dazed. Amazed at his calmness. The sharp smell of the industrial
washing powder used on the shirt wasraiding his senses, pushing himto sleep. He
couldn’t sleep. Not now. Someone was pulling him. Pulling him out.

“Hey, wake up. You done here?’

Johnny shook his head quickly, driving the questions away. Dez was beside
him, already wearing a light blue working shirt, with a Shell patch sewn above
one breast, and a nametag reading “Mike” above the other.

“Check it out!”

“Cool.”

He was as good as new. Alert, quick, not slow. He smiled inside, aware of
something taking abackseat, knowing itsjob wasa most done. Heignored it. For
the time being.

“Y ou getting those?

He was reaching for the three shirtsin Johnny’ s hands. Johnny handed them
over.

“Y eah, might as well. They’re cheap enough.”

“Polska?’

“Poland, man.”

“Why?’

“Why not?’

“Who are Verona?’

“Italian. Crap team.”

“So why get their shirt then?”

“It'sanice shirt.”

Dez was nhow smiling. Johnny knew what was coming.
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“Man, you'’ re getting obsessed with this whole Brient thing! Come on!”

Johnny had to smile with him. It did seem ridiculous. At times.

“Do you remember the team photo we saw in that pub just down from the
hostel ?”

Dez snorted, handing back the shirts.

“No. Man, you remember the weirdest things. Come on, pay for them. I’'m
dying for apint.”

Five minutes later, they were sitting down in a bustling pub, cold pints
freezing their hands, the first mouthfuls chilling their guts. Radiohead were
battling with the babble of conversation overhead, and werelosing. There was a
live band setting up on a stage in the corner, all wearing either heavy woollen
jumpersor cardigans. Johnny noticed two acoustic guitars, and adrum kit without
rack toms. One of them was playing pained air guitar along to the P.A., flopping
hissubstantial fringeintime. Dez cast alaughing eyebrow at them, and picked up
anewspaper that was lying beside him on the seat.

He browsed through its pages laboriously, leaving Johnny to gaze into his
pint, rummage amongst his purchases, and check out the clientele. There was an
abundance of finewomen. He found himself staring at one group, convinced that
he recognised one of them from somewhere. He gnawed slowly at a fingernail
until it hit him. One of Susan’ sfucking friendsthat night in Dolan’s. The onewho
had asked her if she was leaving. He really did not need this reminder. He had
been doing so well all day long, not allowing himself even athought, grateful that
Dez had enough decency to leaveit out. A tight twinge of sadnessfell on him. He
frowned, and reached for hispint, wallowing briefly in pity. He was distracted by
alow, forced laugh from his friend.

“Here, psycho, get aload of this.”

Hewas offering thefolded paper, itstabloid ink already darkening hisfingers.
Johnny took it, and scanned the page. A small blonde woman smiled into space,
her back to the camera, with an unseen companion pulling at her black vest,
exposing the side of her breast.

“Heather Locklear?’

“No, shithead. The headline at the bottom.”
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Johnny’ s eyes moved down to the bottom of the page. A mid-sized heading
read “ Crew Survive Crash Landing.” There was no accompanying picture, so he
began to read the report. It was short, four columns of an inch each in length.

“The four man crew of a privately-owned jet were involved in a dramatic
crash landing in central Switzerland yesterday afternoon. The jet, which is owned
by businessman Alain Borgosse, was on its way to Lucerneto collect Mr.

Borgosse when it experienced technical difficulties. The crew were forced to make
an emergency landing in a field just outside Brient, made all the more difficult by
the fact that the jet’ slanding gear was also malfunctioning. It was only the quick
thinking of pilot Stephene Grille that saved the crew from total disaster, as he
manoeuvr ed the stricken ‘ plane past Lake Brient, over the small village, and to an
awkward but safe landing half a mile away......... ”

There was more, but Johnny had taken so long just to get this far. He was
awarethat Dez waswaiting for aresponse, and whatever it wasthat had imploded
inside him once more was graceful enough to allow him to respond. | can walit.

“ Shit, that’ sweird!”

He managed a small, weak laugh. Dez didn’t notice his nervousness.

“It’ s not all roses and bellsin your dream town, isit?’

“No....”

Johnny held onto the paper, not to read, but to use asacover as he attempted
to slow the race inside his head. It keeps turning up. His heart pumped fiercely.
And why does it keep turning up? It could not simply be chance anymore. There
could only be one explanation. The one that he had shunned and ridiculed. The
onethat filled him now with such overwhelming fear and excitement. Therewasa
question he didn’t know of, and there was an answer to it. He now knew where
the answer lay, and he was going to be shown why. He was shut off completely
from the pub, retreating back inside himself, enjoying the calm. There were no
fanfares, no celebrations as he accepted, j ust massive waves of relief as he
stopped rejecting. As though the voice that had been asking him to believe all
along was now silent in victory. There was no resistance anymore. There simply
couldn’t be.

In hisdreamy solitude, great day-glo strandswere connecting everything for
him. He saw still images from all hisrecent dreams, each one wrapped in bright
colours, each one swirling and dropping before him. Hefelt adull, simplesmile
ashewatched, dazed, stunned. He was sleepy once more, histired eyesignoring



al but the happy knowledge that it had found him. He told himself that he had
wanted to believe, and that now he could. It was so bright, so warm. He felt
stoned, dozy. Again, some fucker was pulling him away from this special warm

“Hey, quit the Twilight Zone crap, come back to me, bitch!”

Dez was whacking him with another section of newspaper, a highly amused
look on his face. This was the second thing Johnny noticed, the first being the
terrible headache that wrapped itself around him.

“What?’

“Man, you're fucking falling asleep with your eyes open again! Get it
together.”

“Shit, sorry.”

He managed asmile again, feeling the pain that viciously grabbed him, apain
that was managing to combat the whirling thoughts. There was so much to
understand, but it was running away from him, realising that he could not give his
full attention right now. It demanded his all. He gave up reluctantly, drank from
his pint, and busied himself getting more beer in. He'd deal with it all later.

An hour later, they left for their train home. To their delight, there was a
buffet car that stocked beer, allowing them to continue the session they had
unwittingly commenced. After making plansto extend the spontaneoustheme as
soon asthey got home, Dez made hisway through the crowded carriages, scoring
four cold bottles of Bud, which drew disparaging looks from the elderly couple
sharing their seat. Dez was in fine spirits, almost dragging Johnny with him, not
allowing hisfriend to stop to consider what it was he had recently accepted. His
mind was flowing with colours, some caused by the happy alcoholic buzz hewas
enjoying, the others subtle reminders that he had other mattersto attend to. As
though whatever was causing thiswhol e dream thing was gently rebuking him for
neglecting it. Each time he paused to sip from hislong necked bottle, each time
there was a pause in the scattered conversation, he found himself drifting to
consider the silliness of it all. Dreams intertwined with reality. Which was bad
enough. An answer lying in Switzerland? He felt himself holding back, not
allowing himself to fully investigate, to go through all that he had learned. Sure,
right here, right now, with Dez and some beers on a train, it does seemridiculous.
Y et hisstomach lifted violently whenever it entered his mind. He forced himself
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time after timeto push it to oneside, to delay himself from considering it all until
he could giveit hisfull attention.

They left each other at the railway station, cursing the freezing drizzle that
was falling. Dez had no great desire to go home, opting instead to go get some
food, round up the others, and hook up with Johnny in Dolan’s an hour later.
Johnny trudged home through therain, clutching his purchasesto hischest. Still
nicely pissed, still refusing to allow himself investigate what he had |earned. He
had forgotten hiskeys, so hismother let him in. Shefanned her nose at the smell
of alcohol, and asked if he’ d eat afry. He declined, followed her into the kitchen,
and emptied hisbags on the table. She shuffled politely through the small pile of
c.d.’s, and held each one of the soccer shirts up to the light in turn.

“1 don’t know why you’ re buying all these jerseys when you don’t even play
football any more.”

“You don’'t have to play football to wear the shirts.”

It wasaparting shot as heraced for thetoilet. Hismother called down the hall
after him, something about photographs. He crossed the hall, pushed open the
door to hisroom, and dropped his luggage to the ground. Strewn across his bed
were photographs, and the wall ets they belonged in. Photographs of his school
tour, all but afew lying face up, thewhite reverses of the others stark in contrast,
scribbled upon in fading marker. He had once spent a happy summer afternoon
dating them, dreaming up punchy catchphrasesto describe the glorious pictures.
The insignias had never before seemed so funny. He felt a smilerising on the
insides of hislips, and awarm, happy stroke across his stomach. The smiling man
was happy, and Johnny was happy. Staring back at him from his patterned duvet
wereimagesof aquiet lakesiderailway station, waiting eagerly for thefirst arrival
from the city. Of adark, evil lake, surrounded for asfar asthe cameracould see
by giant green firs, eloping backwards along amountainside. He became vaguely
aware of hismother’ sstepsin the hall outside. She knocked briskly on the door,
and forced her head around.

“Y our sister wanted to go through your Switzerland photographs. We're
thinking about going over for aweek at Easter. | hope you don’t mind, but you
weren’'t here to ask.”

Any other time, Johnny would have been most vocal in the fact that he did
mind people rifling through his stuff. Especially when he wasn’t there. Didn’t
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even have the mannersto tidy them up. But his mind was el sewhere. Something
told him that his mother was waiting for him, like an actor waiting for aline,
waiting for Johnny to play hisrole, to fulfil the part of the normal son. He could
do that much.

“No, it'salright..”

She withdrew her head, and was gone. He covered the few short stepsto his
bed, and moved his hands mindlessly across the shiny surface of the pictures.
Again, he felt extremely sleepy. And confused. Aware that there was this huge
thing that he was being asked to carry out, but unableto do so at that time. Hewas
being given time to regroup, to recuperate. He turned slowly back towards his
desk, forgetting about the urgent sting in hisbladder. Scanning therowsof c.d.’s,
he found what he was looking for, and pulled it from the rack.



fifteen

As always, she watched, frozen as each of the expected dull pastel coloursfell
into place : the blue, flapping waters of the brick canal, connecting the small
picturesque fishing harbour with the great di sappearing sea; the gaunt green
shades of the hillock on which she stood, tumbling slowly towardsthewater. The
sky was tainted grey, each ominous distant rumble of thunder a stark pointer to
that which always followed. Despite the relentless sunshine, therewasachill in
theair, probing at her bare arms, causing the hairsto stand to attention. Right on
cue, she appeared. A small, slim, familiar girl, her age betrayed by the childish
way inwhich shewrapped her blonde curlsaround her fingers. She wasfacing the
canal, her other arm raised aimlessly above her head. The breeze carried thegirl’s
words without fracture : they were determined, as though she was decisively
repeating them, yet uttered in an adult’ s tongue. Her own adult tongue.

“Why did | doit?”

The words began to loop, each time buffered with a short silence, asthough
there was a missing sample of sound, one to make the insistent, lilting song
complete. The child withdrew her arm from the sky, and pointed a small
trembling finger. At the end of therenewed line of her vision, where beforethere
had only been the horizon peeking over the seawall, he stood. She recognised
him. They both did. He had his back to them, dressed all in an odd light brown
shade, his shoulders hunched quietly, standing at the bank, mere inches from
where the stone gave way to nothing. His unseen eyes were focussed on the water
below, his words also spoken in afamiliar foreign tongue.

“ Because he' s bad.”

Thechild swords pushed themselvesforceful ly across, intertwiningwiththe
man’s, randomly forming new sounds and sentences.

“1 did it because he's BAD.”

The blind anger of the girl collided in mid air with his soulless tones. And
then she moved. Following an unwritten script, releasing her hair from her
fingers, bringing both her handsinto apushing positionin front of her chest. She
was stepping slowly down the slope, her eyes|ocked on him. Hewas physically
obliviousto her being there, hiseyesstill fixed on thelazy waters, yet hiswords
appeared to be shrieking on the wind. As she reached him, she placed her palms



on the small of his back and pushed. He didn’t have time to look around.
Instinctively, hisarmsflailed out from hissides, and his scream disappeared with
him as he fell. The whispering breeze carried away the sound of hisbody hitting
thewater, leaving behind a deafening gap in silence. On the other side of the sea
wall, thewavesroared in pain asthey threw themselves onto the rocks. And with
each passing second, their cries began to sound more and more like cries of
laughter.

There was an uncomfortable sicknessin her stomach as she rubbed the sleep
from her eyes. It took her afew moments to equate the drone of the aeroplane,
remembering patchily where she was. In every possible sense of the word, her
holiday was over. She was pretty surethat therest of her family had not guessed
that there was anything wrong. There had been no concerned parental questions,
no “I’m here for you” speeches, even her sisters had seemed too wrapped up in
the celebrations to notice anything. As it was, she had passed on asimplelie,
concerning the end of atumultuous, fictional relationship, afalsereason designed
to account for her silent moods. Topped up with “| really don’t want to talk about
it”, it afforded her the opportunity to be amoody bitch. It wasn’t asif she could
give the real reason behind her distracted behaviour. How could she explain
something that even she didn’t understand? Asthe view from the cabin window to
her left changed from t helush green of rural England to the cold, grey North Sea,
it became frighteningly apparent that she was flying from the safe hands of her
home into the face of uncertainty. There was a constant knot of worry in her
stomach. She could find nothing but apprehension. No excitement, no desireto
understand any more than she did. She just felt that it was all bad.

She hadn’t even wanted to take part in the stupid college work placement
schemeinthefirst place. To her, it was afoolish exercise, breaking the excellent
routine she had been enjoying, sending her and her classmatesto different corners
of Europe on pointless experience programmes. She had figured that Switzerland
would be thelesser of the available evils, and chose ajob teaching basic English
in asmall secondary school. A small shitty school in asmall shitty town. She
found Brient to be amiserably quiet place, full of depressed people, with hardly
anybody sharing her zest for an active nightlife. Nature had never been a huge



interest of hers, but even she found the scenery breathtaking at times. Which still
couldn’t make up for the fact that it was a boring hole full of boring people.

Now, shefound herself hating the place out of fear rather than boredom. She
was completely stuck. She couldn’t leave, or she would lose awhole year in
college. She had to see out her contract, or risk screwing up her career plans
completely. She was being forced to return. She dismissed the stewardess who
was offering her adrink, and found herself chewing away on her nails. Just like
the animal that was gnawing away at her brain, reprimanding her for not saying
anything. She vowed silently that she would carry out the suggestion that she'd
fallen upon as an afterthought. Just as soon as she got back. Her sister’s face
floated before her, ahappy smilelighting the darknessin front of her eyes. How
could she have warned her? How could she have prevented that which she now
waited to happen? She knew that she would have been branded a mental patient.
Not that she found herself in the best of mental health anyway; shackled by an
unseen force, one that promised an explanation. And warnings. She curled her
legs to her chest, and stared sadly out at the clouds beside her. It was something
she didn’t comprehend, but it was so bad.



sixteen

There was every chance that he would have remained in his warm, safe cocoon
for daysif the fuckers had not telephoned from the pub. As he pulled his head
from the pillow, grunting aresponseto his calling mother, he felt nauseous and
dizzy. There was a stinging pain above his temples, and an excited twist in his
stomach. He made his way slowly into the hall, yawning deeply as he took the
receiver from his mother. He was suddenly aware of the voices, graciously but
silently offering him some moretime away from the matter at hand. The pictures
began filtering slowly into hisbrain, not asdramatic or asinsistent as before, but
merely serving asagentlereminder. He saw the kind, smiling face of an old man,
generously handing outmoreleisuretime. He shook hishead free of theimages,
and breathed reluctantly into the phone. Dez was on the other end, hisvoice shrill
and tinny against the thumping background music.

“Where the fuck are you?’

“1 fell asleep, sorry.”

“Well get the fuck down here now!”

“Why, who’s down there?”’

“Everyone, man. The place is pumping!”

Johnny was then afforded an uninhibited sampl e of the conversation, laughter
and music. He felt like crawling back into his room, but felt equally aware of a
smiling, fatherly presence, insisting that he take this opportunity to unwind.

“Give me twenty minutes, I’ [l be down then.”

“You'd better.”

The phone clicked in hisear, leaving Dez’ s half-threat echoing freely inthe
silence. Johnny replaced the receiver, and plodded back into hisroom. The c.d.
had finished, and the stereo hummed patiently, waiting for his next move. He
switched the power off, grabbed some money from his desk, and closed the door
behind him.

He poked his head into the sitting room, wincing as he feltthe sudden blast of
heat on hisface. Hisfather, open paperback on hislap, was dozing quietly in the
armchair by the fire, which had reduced itself to a smouldering liquid orange.
There would therefore be no lift into town. He announced his intentions to the
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room, ignoring hismother, who, wine glassin hand, half-jokingly intoned that he
had already had enough. The freezing drizzle had returned, and he was grateful
thistime for hisincriminating hat as he stepped into the cold. The estates were
virtually empty, with dull silhouettes of families happily playing games clearly
visible through the curtains and blinds of many of the sitting rooms. Games that
Johnny himself had been awilling participant injust afew short years beforehand.
He felt an unusual angry, bitter gathering in his chest, and he found himself
frowning uncontrollably at the first of the couples who appeared on the street
ahead of him. The usual drunken, eager-to-please Johnny would have greeted
them all with asmileand afriendly word, but this new, strange Johnny just didn’t
give afuck, either way. He thrust his hands even deeper into hisjacket pockets,
eyesfixed on the slithery path as he trudged savagely towardstown. The bouncers
outside Dolan’s also fell foul of his humour, as he ignored their over-zeal ous
welcome, brushing quickly through the double wooden doors. They sent some
good-humoured retaliationary parting shot after him, but hewasn’t listening. His
face, happily numb from the cold, did not feel thefull brunt of the hot pubair. The
warmth returned to his cheeksas he stood, allowing hiseyesto adjust to the harsh
lighting, and attempting to locate the source of the voice calling his name. He
picked out Stan, waving energetically from his post at the bar. There were two
girls on seats either side of him, each one turning briefly to observe whoever it
waswho had stolen away their new plaything’s attention. Each one careful not to
show any more than the accepted casual interest. Johnny ignored the backs of
their heads, waved a greeting to Stan, and followed the direction of his pointing
finger. As Dez had promised, almost everybody was there, dotted around their
usual table, which groaned under pint glasses of varying levels. Dez’' s shopping
bags were piled in one corner, asmall pile of vinyl and c.d.”s on top. The net
result of excited pride of the part of Dez, or polite curiosity on the part of the
others. Dez turned back from the bar, and handed Johnny a cold Carlsberg.

“Get that into you. Y ou’ ve some catching up to do.”

Johnny mock-groaned histhanks, and took his seat astwo othersmoved along
the bench. Aswith practically every new arrival, the individual pockets of
conversation dissolved briefly, and he found himself temporarily the centre of
attention. He hated thi s part. One of the disadvantages of not arriving in asmall
group. Dez's multiple arrival tactics had an awful lot going for them.

“So what the fuck happened to you?’



“1 fell asleep.”

He grinned his response, and raised his glassin a salute.

“Good day in Dublin?’

“Yeah.”

“This Switzerland thing is getting out of hand, seriously.”

Johnny looked up, and found adumb grin on three separate faces. Dez turned
sheepishly towards nobody in particular at the bar. He had a big fucking mouth.
As he retaliated, Johnny felt afamiliar cool probe at the pit of his stomach.

“Fuck you. And how come none of you lazy fucks went up?’

Hewas greeted with a series of non-committal shrugsand loweringsof heads.

“No money, man.”

“You’ve plenty of money to drink, though.”

“I have to fucking live there all year around. Why am | gonna go back on
holidays?’

“Asgood apoint as any.”

“1 just couldn’t be arsed. And any way, evenif I’d wanted to go up, | couldn’t
have got in this morning.”

Jamie lived four miles from the town centre, which proved to be a constant
nuisance when the othersweretrying to get himinfor indoor soccer, or drinking
sessions. Hence herelied heavily on hisparentsfor lifts, and hismother’ s car had
been out of action ever since adrunken neighbour had mistakenly ploughed into
their driveway.

“Why not? | thought your father was off this week?”

Jamie’ s father was a policeman, stationed in Castlefort, a small town about
twelve miles away. As such, Jamie and his crew of friends had avoided any
altercations with hisfather thusfar, even on the handful of occasionswhen they
had accompanied Johnny to Castlefort for gigs, during his short tenure asvocalist
with the band.

“Heis, but he was doing some emergency relief work at a crash down the
road all morning. Car skidded under thetrailer of an artic, got badly mashed up.
Truck hit awall and took it out of it.”

“ Serious?”’

“Yeah. The guy in the car isin acoma, touch and go. Not a bother on the
truck driver, needless to say.”

“Do | know him?’
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Dez moved his head forward, pushing it level with Jamie’s, furrowing his
brow as he spoke. There was the faintest hint of a smile on histhin lips.

“You could say that.”

Johnny caught the grin, and felt the sudden urge to break Dez’ sfucking face.
Throughout the many years of their friendship, he had identified thisas Dez’'s
most annoying trait. His unflinching ability to tease out the unnecessary drama,
especially at moments of importance, when Johnny anticipated the unveiling of
some highly relevant information. Like now.

“Hewon't cross you again, that’s for sure. What did you do, put a hex on
him?.”

Johnny felt the bitter taste of bileinthe back of hismouth, and forced it back
down hisneck, swallowing quickly. Measuring hismomentary hatred of hisfriend
against the grip of afrozen dawning around his throat. All around him, people
chuckled, and took mouthfuls of beer. Asbefore, Johnny realised that he had lines
to complete. Y et thistime, hewasn’t sure of the ending. He wasn’t surewhich of
the other characters wereinvolved. But he had afeeling.

“Who fucking isit?

Dez had hisglassraised to hismouth, so it wasleft to Jamieto finish the play.

“Robbie Moore.”

The curtain stayed up; the name meant nothing to Johnny. There would be
more lines.

“How do | know him?’

“Y our woman knows him.”

Surprisingly, Dez’ s words carried sufficient gravity, considering where he
was | eading Johnny by the nose. Johnny felt hisinner eyes shutting as he played
out hisrole. He was already leaving the stage.

“Susan?’

“Yeah, he's her, you know.....”

Johnny grudgingly acknowledged the late display of tact, and breathed some
responsive words of condolence. The others had been waiting for him, and treated
hislight-hearted-but-serious utterance asthe cueto return to normal proceedings.
Alonefor afew brief seconds, his pity saw not aMonkey Boy in acoma, but the
sad, worried face of his alleged girlfriend. His own lightening computations
deduced that while he was humane enough to care for the mental welfare of the



girl who cared not for him, he couldn’t give afuck about the innocent, injured
object of her desire.

Fifteen minutes later, he was on hisway past the two bouncers on the door,
leaving the others with the announcement that he was starving, and paying avisit
to the newsagent shop on the corner. His conscience had gnawed away at himin
the pub, and he found himself drifting uncontrollably away from whoever was
trying to engage him in light conversation. He was lucky in the sense that they
were all half pissed, and perfectly capabl e of carrying a debate on their own,
without any contribution from him, for minutes on end. Unlike the distant voices
inside him that had offered him some time away from their agenda, this new
probing thing lodged in his brain was demanding an immediate response. Not that
it required major consideration on Johnny’ s part. Her face kept spinning before
hiseyes, and he could already feel the righteous pleasure he would earn himself
by offering his services as a humble, caring friend. A shoulder to cry on, an
opportunity to sell himself as something more than just the dumb fucking ex-
singer in her stupid band. He didn’t enjoy the image of her as being unhappy, but
he enjoyed the cal culated image of himself, offering his support, feeling so good
about doing something for her, and embracing the opportunity to let her see the
real Johnny.

There were two good reasons to not use the public phone in the pub —how
sympathetic would he sound, roaring down afaulty line with laughter and
pounding music complementing his every word? And who the fuck would the
others believe he was ringing? The phone boxes at the back of the Post Office
were agood three minutewalk, but he thought little of it. He was busy rehearsing
his script, eager to impress, well aware of how easy it would beto fuck it all up.
All he intended was for her to be made aware of his caring nature, and how he
was making himself availableto her if she needed acaring, friendly persontotalk
to. To hissurprise, all four of the boothswere free, and he pul led openthedoor of
the nearest coin phone. He had looked up her number—just in case- the day after
thefirst night he’' d beentalking to her in Dolan’s. And instantly memorisedit. He
punched the five numbersin on the keypad, and waited before hearing the other
end click before dropping a pound coin into the slot on top. A mature, hearty
femalevoicerepeated the number he had just dialled, and waited for him to speak.
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“Hello, can | speak to Susan, please?”’

“You can indeed. Can | say who's calling?’

“Yeah, it’s Johnny.”

The woman'’ s voice faded dramatically as she lowered the receiver.

“Johnny. Right. Susan!!”

There was the sound of a door opening and closing, and the dull smack of
shoelessfeet on lino approaching the phone. He heard his name mentioned again
in alow whisper, and the sound of her inhaling as she brought the phone up to her
face.

“Hello?’

“Susan, it’s Johnny.”

His tones were almost undecided, neither joyous nor grave, but at an
unspecified point in-between.

“Johnny? Hi, how are you?’

She sounded alittle surprised, with her voice giving away little else. If
anything, her question seemed to request some extrainformation, morelike*how
are you, and why exactly are you ringing me?’ Johnny had already marked this
stage as the explanatory one.

“Grand. Listen, | heard about Robbie, and I’ m just ringing to say I’ m sorry.”

He cut himself off sharply, leaving a small pause. He had found himsel f
struggling for asplit second to remember the name of her significant other, and
very near to calling him “Monkey Boy.” She adjusted herself rather quickly,
having determined the reason for him calling.

“Thanks, that’ s really nice of you.”

Nice. It was a start, he figured. Her voice had taken on a weary supplement,
and she exhaled deeply as she finished the sentence. Asthough she appreciated
the freedom to rel ease the emotionsthat were bubbling under. Johnny wondered if
he had imagined the quiver in her breathing, or if she really was approaching
tears. He picked up onthe brief silence, and brought it to an end. It wastoo soon,
he didn’t want her crying just yet.

“How is he doing?”’

There was no detectable break in her voice as she answered, no tremble, and
no sound of moisture. Shejust sounded tired. Maybe shewasn’t going to cry after
al.
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“Not so good. He s still inacoma, so it’ s touch and go. He could go either
way.”

“So all you cando iswait?’

“Yeah.”

“Whereis he?”’

“Saint Brigid's.”

“Have you been down yet?’

“Y eah, hismother brought me down this afternoon, and I’ m going back again
in the morning.”

“That’ srough.”

“Yeah. And | was supposed to be going over to Clairein afew daystime.”

The tiniest of bells began to sound inside Johnny’ s head, but he ignored it.

“Noway.”

“She sent over word that there’' || be aticket for me at theairport on Tuesday.
She says that she had it all organised before Christmas, but forgot to say
anything.”

“She’sin Switzerland, right?”’

Even as he said it, he felt himself shuddering violently, a mixture of
excitement and cold. Thiswasit. Hisopportunity. He didn’t need any moretime
away from it. He was ready, and he was going to go for it. Cannons of relief
exploded inside his chest.

“Yeah.”

His brain began to move at a speed he had never witnessed before. He could
feel the efficient delegations, as various parts of his cerebrum were given
problemsto solve, and instructionsto pass on the solutionsimmediately. Howdol
ask for her ticket? What excuse can | give? He was essentially working on
nervous response, buffering the situation with sympathetic nothings, waiting f or
the input to allow him to move in for the prize. He was a yuppy fucking prick,
switching the car to auto pilot while helistened to his mobile phone, waiting for
directions. And then the voice in the phone told him to take the next |eft.

“| take it that you' re not going over?”

“God, no. | couldn’t.”

“Have you told your sister yet?”’

“No. | rang her about an hour ago, but there was no answer. I'll try again
later.”



Johnny swallowed hard, grateful for the surge of adrenalinethat gave himthe
balls to pounce.

“Listen, | know it’s probably the last thing on your mind, but if you don’t
want the ticket to go to waste, | could buy it off you.”

Thedull thud of his heart in his ears disguised the short silence that greeted
hiswords. Hence he had no idea of just how insane he sounded to her.

“You want to buy the ticket? But.... no, it wouldn’t go to waste, she could
cancel it.”

It was falling away from him. He gritted his mental teeth, probing for more
directions, needing anexact location in order to arrive safely. It wasgivento him.

“She'd still lose money on it. No, honestly, | was half-thinking about going
over myself. Liverpool are playing Neuchatal Xamax inaUEFA Cup preliminary
game on Tuesday.”

It was ahopel essly bad excuse. For one, there was no competitive European
football whatsoever during the continental winter break. Secondly, the
preliminary rounds had been over and done with since late September. Liverpool
had beaten Neuchatal Xamax 4-1 on aggregate. If she even took the smallest steps
toverify hisreason for travelling, he would be caught. Except hewasn'’t thinking
about that now. He was only interested in prising a precious air ticket from this
sad, worried girl. He didn’t care what she found out once he had theticket in his
hand. His friendly voice of reason, the one that could havetold him that it would
have been considerably easier to walk into Bolton Travel Agentsand buy hisown
ticket, was hidden way down in the acoustics of his mind. For some reason, he
wanted her ticket And he knew exactly why - it had been bought for her by her
sister, who lived in Brient. Another connection. He saw athin female figurein
light blue underwear in hismind’'s eye.

“Areyou serious?”’

“Yeah. | have the week off, so why not?’

“That’s a coincidence.”

Theweariness had returned to her voice. He figured that he had outstayed his
welcome as Johnny The Ex-Vocalist. It didn’t matter, he was very near.

“Mmmm. But like | say, | feel bad about asking you, what with Robbie and
all that.”

Similarly, she had told him that she “felt bad” not so long ago. The only
difference wasthat Johnny presumed she had been telling thetruth. And he barely



remembered Monkey Boy’s hame again. Play the name card, turn the emotional
wheel, and she’ll give in quicker.

“No, no, you'reright, it’sno useto me. If | get through to her, I'll ask her to
changethe nameontheticket. I'll giveyou aring sometime before Monday with
the details.”

In hisinner jubilance, Johnny was allowed to revert back to the caring,
sympathetic friend who had started the phonecall.

“Great. Listen, I'mreally sorry for annoying you about it. And I’ m sorry
about Robbie. | hope he pulls through ok.”

He thought better about wishing her a good time on New Year's Eve.

“Thanks. And thanks for ringing.”

“Seeyou.”

The phoneclicked in hisear, and his heart |eaped. He pushed the door of the
booth open, and stepped back into the chilly night. He was dazed — possibly a
reaction to the amount of alcohol swirling about inside, but definitely areactionto
the fact that hehad just taken the biggest step possible. He was happy. Therewas
something — he wasn’t sure exactly what, but something fucking with his mind.
Dreams connecting, interlacing with small pieces of reality. One dream in
particular had pointed him in the direction of an unnamed place— since
determined as being a small town in Switzerland — where he would have these
strange occurrences explained to him. It had gotten to the stage wherethiswasall
believable. He could see no other way of understanding. If itwasbullshit, fine, he
would be a couple of hundred quid out of pocket, nothing more. But if it wasn't,
he figured that a couple of hundred quid was asmall priceto pay if he wasto
learn the meaning behind it all.

As he made his way back to the pub, hisover-active mind unearthed some
minor faultsin his planning strategy thus far. Where exactly in Switzerland was
his newly-obtained flight going to touch down? Where the fuck was he going to
stay in Brient? And how was he going to get there? He assumed that the flight was
to Zurich—amoreinternational airport than Bern, which was nearer to Brient. It
was unlikely that there would be regular scheduled flights from Dublin to the
latter. For his sketchy alternative excuse to travel, Bern would have been most
convenient, being just a short distance away from Neuchatal. If questioned, he
could give Susan some shit about trains and buses. He was going to have to take



one or the other from Zurich to get to Brient, so he could just as easily check out
routes to Neuchatal at the same time. He could look up hostels and bed and
breakfast jointsin both towns at the sametime. Nothing like detail ed plansto fool
the foolish.

An hour later, Johnny had reinvented himself as the cheerful, shite-talking,
whiskey-gulping Johnny of old. Hell, he had areason to celebrate, and the others
were only too delighted to welcome him back into their happy functioning group.
He put it down to the pintskilling off his sleepiness, and they believed him. There
was no longer an endorphin reminding him that he was being graciously given
some social time off from the pressing matter at hand. He had addressed the
matter at hand, and achieved all that was immediately possible. In his pride, he
felt like spilling thetop layer of beans, andtelling hisfriends about hisupcoming
trip. But on minor reflection, he decided that the simple football excuse with
which hehad blinded anai ve grief-stricken girl would not sufficefor thosewith
averageto excellent knowledge of soccer trivia. No, heneeded afurther excuse,
but it would do some other time. For now, he could detach himself completely,
and simply enjoy the happy rush of fulfilment.

Approximately eight hundred miles away, in an uncomfortably warm one-
bedroomed apartment within crawling distance of the lake, she felt a glorious
surge of relief as she slumped to the floor, the tone in the receiver beating the
same rhythm as her heart. The twinges of sadness she had drawn as she heard the
tearsin her sister’s voice were long gone, and in their place overwhelming
balloons of relief. Shewasrelieved that she had misunderstood what had seemed
to beasimplewarning. Relieved that she hadn’t made afool of herself. Relieved
that her sister had not been in the car with him. In the back of her mind, she saw
the horror, the realisation that it was real, and not just her mind playing the
cruellest tricks. She saw the sullen-looking man from her dreams, and thought of
him taking her sister’ s place on an aeroplane in four days time. She saw
understanding asacolour, one that she might add to her palate soon. For thefirst
time in amonth, she smiled without forcing it.



seventeen

The daysthat followed were happily busy in Johnny’ sworld. Firstly, he searched
through hiswooden chest of personal letters, cards and forms until he found his
passport. Noting that it was only valid for afurther seven months— it had been
issued as hisentire family prepared for their first and only trip abroad together—a
hellish week of camping in the South of France. The individual student card that
he had been forced to carry during the school tour was no longer of any use to
him. Secondly, hetook his sacred Credit Union savings book, and withdrew the
last six hundred poundsin his account. He figured that would cover the plane
ticket, food money, whatever lodgings he needed for afew days, and the
miscellaneous costs that he always seemed to incur. He vowed to return the
money using his grant payments over the following months. If his parents ever
found his account details, there would be blue fucking murder.

He racked his brain for a viable excuse that would allow him to be absent
from his family and friends for a couple of daysin early January. Poring over
concert listingsin music magazines and websites, he determined that Orgy were
scheduled to play at Highbury Garage, London, on Friday, the 5'". It was as near
as he could get. He couldn’t choose to lie about anywhere further away — his
parents would become immediately suspicious about the costsinvolved, and just
how exactly he was going to fund the trip. London was cheap —forty quid on the
bus and boat, and he could invent afriendly ex-college matewith afloor he could
sleep on. If anybody bothered to check up on the exact date of the gig, he could
say that the band arranged alow key secret show, to make up for having cancelled
three dates the previous summer. A secret show which would not be listed or
reviewed. He was pretty sure that none of hisfriends would have had the money
or theinterest to travel with him, but even so, he refrained from letting slip his
plans until the night before he left. Dez feigned hurt, but did so unconvincingly.

Hetold his parentsthat he had some money still left over from thelast grant,
and Christmas. His former college colleagues, Barry and Jane, had moved to
L ondon the summer beforehand, and had been asking him over to visit ever since.
His parents were shown that this was an excellent opportunity to kill two birds
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with the one journey — he could stay with them, fulfilling his social duties, and
check out this new band that he was so keen about. He assured them that all
college work had been taken care of before Christmas. In an unrehearsed move of
authenticity, he greedily accepted hisfather’ soffer of someextramoney —*jusin
case’. He pocketed theforty quid, stating that he could changeit into sterling on
the boat. As hisfather moaned with him about the ridicul ous state of the exchange
rate (“what the fuck are those banker bastards doing?’), Johnny’ sthoughtswere
with the airport Bureau de Change, and whether or not they’ d have sufficient
Swiss Francs for his transaction.

At one stage, he worried briefly about the discrepancies that would arise if
Susan was to engage any of hisfriendsin conversation while Johnny was away.

“1 wonder if he's enjoying himself in Switzerland.”

“Switzerland? No, he’sin London, at agig.”

“London? | sold him aticket to Zurich, to go see some football match...”

A possibly awkward situation to return to, but his concern passed. A horrible
thought, one he was not happy with, told him that perhaps Susan Welch would be
too occupied with acertain hospitalised motorist to be exchanging small talk with
any of Johnny’ sfriends. Regardless, he would be able to come up with something
by the time he got back. Maybe the match was cancelled, so he trekked back to
L ondon to catch the gig, to salvage something from histrip. He dismissed it all
with little morethan alight sketching over each dilemma. Hewas moreinterested
in getting away without questions. Getting away to what awaited him in Brient.
The explanation, the understanding that he craved. His excitement was continual;
he couldn’t give a fuck about the repercussions when he got back. Damn, he
wasn’t even that worried about getting back.

Susan had called him, as promised, the day after their first telephone
conversation. Infamiliar weary tones, sheinformed Johnny that Clairewasgoing
to change the name on the ticket, and arrange for him to collect it at the Aer
Lingus desk at Dublin Airport. In return, Johnny took her bank details, with a
view to lodging the £220 ticket money in her account, at the airport. Shegavehim
the address of Claire’ s apartment, and extended her sister’s offer of a couch to
sleep on. What she couldn’t pass on was the enthusiasm with which Claire had
insisted that Johnny meet up with her, at the very least. Johnny assured her that he
wouldlook Claire up, thanked her, and set the sympathetic ball rolling once more.



Susan’ s significant other was still in acoma, but there had been some positive
development concerning brain patternsthat he wasn’t listening for. He was busy
making more mental deductions. Hisflight left at 12:45, which meant he’d have
to check in an hour beforehand. Hewould probably makeit ontimeif hetook the
9am bus, but he decided to take the train. Just in case. When he voluntarily
rejoined the conversation, he probed her gently to see if she had any plans for
New Y ear’ sEve. The dark side of his mind, the onethat hewasbeginningto seea
lot of lately, the one he morally rebuked but secretly respected, offered him the
image of Johnny The Physical Shoulder To Cry On, the solid, caring friend,
holding and nursing Susan as she sobbed her way into the New Y ear.

“| suppose you're giving New Y ear’s amiss?’

“Yeah. I'll just stay at home.”

There was little point in pursuing it.

With all hiscarefully made plans and cunning excuses made, Johnny wasfree
to enjoy himself asthe old year drew to aclose. In acharacterigtically uninventive
move, he and hisgroup of friendsmadetheir way to Dolan’ sjust after 6pm on the
31%, with no definite plans to move from the pub. All except Brian, who was
making hisway to some college mate’ shouse party, where the cream of the rura
punk scene were scheduled to play short, noisy sets. The invitation had been
extended to some of the others, but Stan and Dez had voiced their shared
preference to stay away. The two had managed to antagonise a small group of
punks one balmy summer evening in Mourne Grange, when local anti-heroes
Social Scream System were playing with Johnny’ s old band. Stan hadn’t exactly
endeared himself to anybody by chatting up the cute girlfriend of the guitarist,
while he was on stage. Dez’ s drunken wobbling on the floor in front of the band
was mistakenly interpreted as sarcasm by their loyal followers. The resulting
scuffle was enough to dissolve any interest the two may have had in live punk
music, regardless of the quality. As such, the group decided on a Musketeer
approach, and vowed to all stay together, in Dolan’s. Brian was half-jokingly
labelled atraitor wanker for breaking ranks, and told to go fuck himself when he
suggested that he give his midnight hugs and kisses just before he left at seven.

Much tohisdelight, Johnny returned from one satisfying trip to the toiletsto
find that histable had been joined by four girls, all unknown to him, whowerein
the process of pulling their chairsover, each one of them wearing dark jeansand



skimpy coloured vests. Stan was settling back into hischair, so Johnny correctly
presumed that it had been him who had purloined the company of these delightful
specimens. The most forward of the four explained to all that in their ongoing
quest to find new and exiting things to do on New Y ear’s Eve, one of them had
suggested that they all rel ocate to some distant, random town, get ahotel room or
some B & B, and just go on the absolute piss.

“What the fuck made you decide to come to this shithole?’

Stan’s laughing question hid what he was truly thinking —“thank fuck you
cameto thisshithole!” All around him, the otherswere starting to offer their own
silent thanks. All four girlswere loudly confident, and extremely attractive, and
moved from person to person, introducing themselvesin an efficient fashion, and
slipping easily into conversations. After afew minutes, Johnny had already
decided that three of them were completely out of hisleague, and happily found
himself establishing eye contact with the fourth girl with warming regularity.
Soon enough, sheintroduced herself as Tuiren, and followed the musical chairs
pattern to sit beside Johnny. He enjoyed himself talking freely about hisinterests,
the town and the college, spurred on by his cosy drunkenness, and his glowing
excitement —in what he now hoped to achieve that evening, and what he was
undertaking over the coming days. She announced that she was alittle cold, and
called to one of her friendsto pass her bag, from which she pulled awhite T-shirt
with glitter fleckings. Johnny’ seyesdid not |eave her asshe pulled it on over her
tight limetop. Shewas small - petite asfar ashewas concerned, with short brown
hair held in place by clips. He' d heard her name somewhere before.

“Do you know who Dominigue van Roost is?”

“No”, shaking her head, adjusting her T-shirt.

“She’satennis player. You look alot like her.”

For some reason, Johnny felt himself cringing, and he raised his glassto his
mouth, just in case she was going to hit him. But her manner didn’t alter.

“Riiiight. Do | take that as a compliment?’

Johnny almost tripped over himself in hisrush to reply affirmatively.

“Well, | don’t know who you look like.”

Her eyes had narrowed, as though she was scrutinising him scientifically.
There was still a playful smile on her lips, so he refrained from panicking. And
laughed with her.

“1’m ascience unto myself.”
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“l guess so.”

Sometimelater, heremembered where he had heard the name Tuiren before.
It was brought on by adistant jab of childhood remembrance—it had been one of
his favourite stories as a child, The Birth Of Bran. Tuiren was Fionn
MacCumhaill’ saunt, avision of beauty and grace, who had married lollan. Prior
to hismarriage, |ollan had been the sweetheart of Uct Dealv, awoman of the Shi,
afairy. When Uct Dealv learned of lollan’ sbetrayal, sheflew into aterriblerage,
and transformed Tuiren into adog. She then took the dog to Fergus Fionnliath of
Galway, who hated dogs more than any man or woman in Ireland. He only took
the dog into hishome because Uct Dealv told him it was Fionn’ swish, and Fergus
would do anything that Fionn asked of him. But even he could not mistreat the
dog, as Uct Dealv had planned, and became inseparable from Tuiren. Many
monthslater, with hiswife still missing, lollan was summoned before Fionn and
the Fianna. He was blamed for Tuiren’ s disappearance, and given only a short
time to return Fionn’s aunt, so he travelled to the Land of The Ever Y oung, to
seek out Uct Dealv. He had suspected her involvement, and he was right. She
promised to return Tuirento her human formif lollan promised to keep Uct Dealv
as his sweetheart for all time. lollan made his promise, and Tuiren was
transformed back into awoman. For some reason, the two pupsthat she had given
birth to, Bran and Scedlan, could not be given human forms, so Fionn took them,
and cared for them more than any of his other dogs. Because the two new pups
were, in fact, his cousins. Fergus Fionnliath was heartbroken at the loss of the
dogs, and fell ill. Fionn sent him the pick of hislegions of hounds, and within a
week, Fergus was back to full health. Tuiren remarried later, to a man of the
Fianna, trusted by Fionn.

“Where does your name come from?”

“It'san old Irish name, but I’'m not sure what it means.”

“Have you ever heard of The Birth Of Bran?’

“No, what isit?’

“It’san old Irish story. The main character’ snameis Tuiren. | knew I’ d heard
the name before.”

“It could be worse, | suppose. Y ou could be telling me that you’ ve met me
before, that you know me from somewhere. Now that would be approaching
corny.”
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There was still asmile dancing in her eyes, so Johnny dismissed the niggling
notion that he was already being “corny”. He decided to drop the subject.

“Shit, | love this song.”

Then Jericho were blasting hard rock noise from the speakers behind them,
the bouncing bass of “Big Area’ coming as a pleasant surprise after three of The
Cure’ s quieter moments.

“1 don’t know it. Can you remember that story?”’

“Most of it, yeah.”

He had been too quick to drop the subject, apparently.

“Tell it to me.”

She shifted her body, focusing her attention completely on Johnny, the mildly
dramatic move of achild requesting a bed-time story. Hewas only too happy to
oblige. His glass was almost empty, and he saw that hers wastoo. Leaving to
addressthe bar would haveleft his seat open to one of the other scavengers, but to
hisrelief, the self-appointed head girl stood up, and started taking orders. He put
inaclaim for two Carlsbergs and two vodkas, one of each for him and his small
audience. And then he launched into his version of The Birth Of Bran.

Ten minutes later, she was telling him that he was a great story-teller, and
under the giant wooden table around which they all sat, he could feel her hand on
hisleg. It wasthis praise that he held in higher regard. Her eyes had lost the
playful flirting smile, and gained what she obviously thought was seductive
smoulder, but came across more as an assured arrogance in her own abilities.
Johnny wrestled back the distinct feeling that he would not be such afan of this
girl were she not immediately within his grasp. Her manner changed slightly, to
that of Queen Seductress, acharacter she had evidently had some successwithin
the past. Hewasn’t having the same effect on her laughter asbefore, and hefound
himself inwardly debating the prosand cons of |eaving this dual - personalitied girl
high and dry. Sure, he would enjoy seeing the look on her face as shewasforced
to chalk down afailure, but damn it, it had been so long since he last had a
woman. And she was undeniably cute. For the time being, he was not going to
alter the course of their evening. Hewas simply going to sit there, happily pissed,
and let her happen to him. At midnight, they werelocked in adeep embrace, her
hand snaking closer and closer to his crotch, but shooting acrossto reprimand his
when he attempted to replicate her ministrations. It didn’t bother Johnny —in his
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deteriorating physical state, he was having enough trouble trying to co-ordinate
the over-exuberant presence of her tongue in his mouth.

To his surprise, she made no efforts or suggestions regarding the
consummation of their brief liaison, and moved to rejoin her friends asthe group
broke up at the extended closing time. Onefurtive discussion|ater, shecameback
to him, announced that the four of them were going back to their hotel room, that
their night was essentially over. With her coat in her hand, she said her goodbye,
and slipped into his mouth once more. Johnny felt the eyes of otherson him, and
cared little. Stan and Dez were already making similar farewell gestureswith their
respective friends, and Jamie paused awkwardly before the last girl, waiting for
her to lean forward. Ger stayed in his seat, fumbling with jackets, feigning
disinterest in what was going on, cursing himself for being the fifth man of four.

“Will someone tell me what the fuck we are doing here, and not back in that
hotel room?”

The group of five were on their own again, idling slowly along the street
towards Harry’s. Stan had somehow smuggled two double whiskeys out in an
empty Coors bottle, and they took turns at swigging from his achievement.

“The four of us, and the four of them, in the one room? Man, I’m not big on
orgies myself. The sight of your naked assisthe last thing | need right now.”
Johnny perked his ears up that little bit more when he heard Jamie say the word
“orgies.” Of course— Orgy, the band hewasn’t going to seein London in afew
days time. His happiness gave him some lines to say.

“Fuck it, I’m too hammered to do anything anyway!”

“So just sit there and let her do all the work!”

“1 don’t know what you’ re moaning about. | didn’t get anything thanksto you
fuckers.”

“Y ou must be gay, man. Sorry.”

“Fuck you!!”

Upon reaching Harry’s, the five found that it was closed, and had been since
seven the previous evening. Somebody suggested the twenty-four hour shop, but
Dez had a much more appealing offer—spliffsand pizzain hisplace. His parents
were gone until the next day, and his sister was staying with afriend. Having

103



embraced theideaheartily, Stan then loudly lamented the fact that they could just
as easily have brought the four girls back to Dez’s place.

“Y ou fucking goon! Why didn’t you say anything?’

“1 only remembered when you started talking about food. Y ou think | would
neglect to suggest it if I had remembered?”

“I never know with you. We'll ring them from your place.”

“How the fuck are you going to ring them?”

“We'll ring the hotel.”

“Do you know their room number?’

“No.”

“Their surnames?’

“No.”

“Well how the fuck are you going to ask for them then?”’

“Just ask for the four sexy chicks.”

Stan had ahalf-serious|ook on hisface that pressed the othersinto hysterics.
They counted their losses, and continued the comical theme en r outeto Cromford
Gardens. The five of them trudged through the town and the estates, vowing to
place Ger in front of some high classporn, to determine whether or not hewas, in
fact, gay. He now had a second reason to be pissed with his friends, but hid it
carefully, well aware of how much harder it would be if they knew they were
getting to him.

Back in Dez’ s place, asudden creative surge of energy led to the construction
of a make-shift pipefrom an old cardboard tube. As he started on acomplicated
seriesof punctures, the others sipped slowly from cansof hisfather’ ssweet cider,
pausing every few seconds to ask Ger if he was enjoying Soreity Ssters. Their
attention fell away when Stan announced that “we could be doing that!!” during
one particular scene.

“Turn it off man, | can’t watch any more.”

“Y eah, now who’s gay.”

Johnny enjoyed histurn on the pipe, drifting happily with the swirling smoke.
He shuddered softly, a combination of the beer, the smoke, and the excitement.
With histeeth, he pressed down on his lower lip once more—thegirl inthe pub
whose name he couldn’t remember had lightly bruised hislip, and he felt a soft
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pain each time he put pressure on it. But it was agood pain, and one he enjoyed
repeating.
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eighteen

Unsurprisingly, the town was deserted as he walked through it at 8:30, devoid of
the kind of early morning bustle he had marvelled at in Liverpool and London, as
shopkeepers prepared themselvesfor the coming market day. Therewereonly a
handful of people waiting for the train, which was ten minutes late. He had
skipped breakfast —too excited to keep any food down, but felt probing pangs of
hunger as clouds of coffee-smell wafted down from the buffet car. He helped
himself to a chicken sandwich, which went down easily enough, but did littleto
calm therumblesin his stomach. Someone in the seat behind him waslistening to
Rage Against The Machine’s first album on awalkman, at an unfeasibly loud
volume. Johnny found himself racking his brain to try remember the running
sequence, humming along with the tinny squeaks whenever he recognised asong.
Every fifteen minutes, he would quietly jam his hands into the pockets of his
combats, checking that his passport, timetables and money werestill all there. He
had a small backpack with him, some extra clothes, a change of footwear, basic
toiletries, but hedidn’t want to risk leaving any of the important stuff in the bag.
The carefully folded foolscap page with Susan’s sister’ s address and phone
number was deep in asecure, fastened pocket, tight to hisleg, wrapped inthetrain
and plane timetables that he had printed out from the Internet.

Therewereadozen or so peoplewaiting patiently for taxis outside the station,
so he ambled across the road to check the bus timetables. There was afeeder bus
due in twenty minutes, which was listed as taking three quarters of an hour to
reach the airport. Plenty of time. Thebrightly coloured busarrived on cue, and the
surly driver scowled at Johnny’s ten pound note.

“Have you nothing smaller?”

“No, sorry.”

Thedriver sighed heavily ashe wasforced to | eaf through the assorted notes
in his shirt pocket. Johnny had a reasonable amount of change on him, and the
driver’s attitude reinforced his opinion that he was right to not have bothered
sorting through it for the correct fare. On the stop-start journey through the city,
Johnny was amused to find himself the focus of attention for two shy German
girls, who paused every now and then to whisper their findingsinto their attentive
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parents’ ears. At one point, the father clapped his hand gently over one small
mouth, reprimanding the child kindly with words that Johnny’s Junior Cert
German failed to recognise.

At the airport, Johnny made straight for the Aer Lingus desk, offering his
passport asidentification, along with his college student card, which provided a
more recent photograph. The smiling man behind the desk tapped some keys on
hiscomputer, pulled Johnny’ sticket from adrawer, and hoped that he enjoyed his
journey. Johnny noted t hat the queue for the check-in desk was only beginning to
take shape, so he walked acrossthe terminal to the bank, where hetransferred the
ticket money to the account number Susan had given, and exchanged three
hundred and fifty punts for seven hundred and ten Swiss Francs. He checked in,
enjoyed ahearty late breakfast in the cafeteria, and joined the sleepy crowdsin the
departure lounge.

Breakfast had been amistake. Because his seat wasthreerowsfrom thefront
of the main cabin, hewasamong thefirst to receive one of the carefully wrapped
airline lunches. Being used to shorter distances between Ireland and Britain,
Johnny was not aware that flightsto mainland Europe occasionally incorporated
light meals. Not wanting to appear ungrateful, especially considering the
stewardess had been so damn cute, he peeled open the hot tinfoil containersand
picked at hisfood. Ashe munched mindlessly on abuttered bread roll draped with
thin strips of bacon, he peered through the small window, enjoying the strange
sensations asfields of snowy cloudsrolled away from the plane. Once more, the
magnitude of what he was doing hit him. How fucking mental am1? He wasn’t
feeling pure excitement in hisgut, but rather adart of the cynical unbeliever, the
person who had shunned all this crap at the beginning. Flying to fucking
Switzerland because someonein adream told himto. Therewasliterally no going
back at this stage. He shook hishead from sideto side, attributing these niggling
sane doubts to the fact that he was feeling tired. Following the lead of the
unfriendly businesswoman in the aisl e seat, Johnny placed histray on the empty
seat between them. He returned the fol d-down tabletoitsoriginal position, settled
back in his seat, and closed his eyes.
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Over the sound of the humming engines, and the familiar clink of the duty-
freetrolley, Johnny could hear an insistent plink-plonk, the irregular sound of
water on water. The rhythms appeared to be gently coercing him to open hiseyes.
He did so, still acutely aware that he was on the plane, but gasping in surprise as
hismind dropped himin adifferent placeentirely. Thefirst thingsthat struck him
were the muggy heat, and the smells. His face was wet as he breathed in,
catal oguing the new odours one by one. Flowers. Forest. He was perched on a seat
at the back of what |ooked like an old summerhouse, round and wooden, barely lit
by the reluctant light steaming lazily in through the door. Through the gap, he
could seetherain, thetiny dropsdancing in rainbowsasthelight caught them. He
pushed himself from the bench, making for the door, to where the splashing
sounds of the rain became slightly louder. He paused at the edge of the wooden
hut, allowing but afew dripsto fall on hisforehead, mixing with the sweat, and
running in salty streams down the side of hisface. Theriver infront of himwasa
living mass of activity, each single drop of rain commanding its own ripple, and
the thousands of circles that covered the water’ s surface squabbled and argued,
making their individual waysto the banks, wherethey would rest. L ooking around
him, he noted that the river flowed past on hisleft and on hisright, meeting in
front of him where the land ended, and disappearing around a bend a short
distance away. Great lines of trees saluted theriver asit passed, bending over in
their eagerness, hiding the left-hand bank completely. Behind him, more huge
trees, craning their necksover the top of the summerhouse, giving theimpression
that they were checking Johnny out. To hisright, a small stone bridge spanned
one river branch, connecting the mildly isolated forest-island with a hidden
mainland of some kind. He turned back to watch theriver, its hypnotic swirlings
accompanied perfectly by the soundtrack of raindrops. Losing himself completely
inthedozy light of early evening. Losing himself happily until the musical score
changed, until afurther sound was introduced. The hairs on his neck shot to
attention, absorbing the cold chill that crept across his skin. Heran out into the
rain, swivelling hisbody in the direction of the scream. On the other side of the
bridge, with his view now uninhibited, there was a great white building. A huge,
old stately home of some kind, rows and rows of windows angrily rejecting the
sun. On one side, the tall building was joined to a series of smaller, less gainly
structures, partially hidden by trees. The housewas on arise, its deep green banks
fallinginthreewavesto agreat lawn, which covered the remaining distanceto the
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river. Thelawn itself was dissected by awide grey streak, alternating as agravel
path when the grass was level, and granite steps when the lawn crawled up an
incline. It was on thispath, astherain pummelled him playfully, that he found the
source of the scream.

Sheraninjagged lines down the gravel path, holding one of her armsto her
chest, draped in atransparent yellow plastic raincoat. Behind her, on the face of
theimposing building, awindow banged itself shut. Therain maintained its slow
pattern, falling on her asit fell on him. Johnny heard no further noise from her as
she ran blindly towards him, and decided against crossing the stone bridge to
intervene. There was something in the air advising him against involving himself
in something that was not his concern. And yet the nearer she got, the more he
realised that it could be hisconcern. Hiseyes pained him as he squinted viciously,
surprisingly registering no more than mild satisfaction ashe positively identified
her as the distressed young woman from previous dreams. He was amazed to find
himself pleased at making the connection. And amazed to find himself shrugging
inwardly, nothing fucking surprises me right now. Still he remained rooted to the
spot, still she crunched softly on the stones. There was alarge square fountain,
surrounded by flagstones, at the end of the path, just acrossfrom the bridge. She
made it asfar asthe fountain, and turned to one side, to run around it, breathing
loudly, still not aware of Johnny’ s position. Inaflash, her legs seemed to go from
beneath her, slipping on thewet ground. Shefell awkwardly, spinning asshefell,
landing on thewide concretelip of the fountain, and following through the motion
toroll into thewater. The splash was barely audibl e because she had hit the water
with little force. Johnny waited for her to emerge, soaked and shocked, cursing
her ill fortune, ready to explain. But she wouldn’t achieve any of the goalshewas
setting out for her. There was a muffled scream, and the thrashing waters began.
Johnny wasstill paralysed, unableto lift hislittlefinger in protest or assistance. A
further piped shout, more foaming water. The ledge around the fountain was of
sufficient height to conceal all doingsfrom Johnny where he stood. Small white
leaps of water cleared the lip, followed shortly after by abare arm. The arm
wasn’t beckoning, or designed to draw attention—it wasraised in the dull fashion
of achild who really doesn’t want the teacher to call on her to answer. Therewas
asharp glint asthe sun noticed the rings on her fingers. The hand slipped slowly
back behind the ledge, and the thrashing water became silent once more. Therain,
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theriver, thetrees, they all carried on regardless. They hadn’t noticed anything.
They, just like Johnny, hadn’t moved. Thewoman in the aisle seat loudly ordered
alitre of Bacardi from the duty-free trolley, and hauled Johnny, without
reluctance, away from the summerhouse island where he wasn’t able to move.

Evenwithout the verificationthat he could have easily prised from Susan, he
knew exactly who the young woman in his latest dream was. She was the same
girl who had shared his twin traumas of rising water and sinister friendsin a
strange building in Brient. The girl who would later lie dead in her underwear,
who would al so face amurderous midget in an overcoat because Johnny wouldn’t
get involved. And now, Johnny was within twenty minutes of touching down in
Switzerland, a short journey away from wherethis girl really waited. Thefirst of
the promised links between his dreams, and what went on outside them? 1t had to
be. The first explanation. Was she the explanation? Why would she appear as a
man in his dreams if she was the reason? He found himself drawing up mental
lists of questions, leaving the majority unanswered, constantly prodding himself
with thefact that for thefirst time, he could seetheanswersarriving. It seemed to
be all coming right.
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nineteen

He paid 70F for areturn ticket to Brient, having happily noted thatthe American
touristsimmediately in front of him had been ableto conduct their businessinthe
ticket officein English. Johnny had preciouslittle confidencein hisability to hold
anything more than the most basic conversations in German or French. He
boarded the 16:01 InterRegio train, walking through the carriages until he found
two empty seats, and adjusted his wristwatch to local time. The train pulled
reluctantly out of Zurich, offering acrackly stream of guttural information over
the tannoy, and panoramic views of the railway goods yard. The engines and
carriages were all daubed in bright colours—red, blue, green, coloursthat Johnny
wasn’ t used to seeing on trains—another exciting reminder of thefact that he was
in aforeign country.

The computer-printed ticket in Johnny’ s hand alerted him to the fact that he
would have to change trainsin Lucerne. There was a delay of six minutes
scheduled, which had somehow extended itself to fifteen by the time the 2484
Interlaken train screeched to a halt on the opposite side of the platform. Hewhiled
away the minutes by browsing over the tourist maps and adverti sements dotted
around the station. All but one boasted a snapshot of some kind of enclosed
wooden bridge. Johnny was momentarily perturbed by the destination displayed
by the 2484 as it pulled in, but quickly remembered that Interlaken was
reasonably closeto Brient. Besides, the journey number matched the one on his
ticket. To his annoyance, there was no mini-bar on thistrain — he had opted
against having a couple of beersto relax him on thefirst leg, deciding instead to
wait until the two hour stretch from Lucerne to Brient. At |east the countryside
was becoming more aesthetic —great lush fields carrying on endlessly, the dark
blue veins of irrigation streams, with distant mountains painted in behind, almost
as an afterthought. He mentally ticked off the towns on the fold-out railway
network map that he had picked up in the station — Alpnachstad, Sarnen, Giswil.
With each stop, he was getting nearer and nearer. He could practically smell the
spicy pinetrees that covered the mountains around his lake.
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It was almost seven when the long red train snaked around the final bend,
following the contours of the lake, braking violently asit edged itsway into the
small station. Johnny had been silent for some minutes, glued to hiswindow, his
stomach jumping to punch his heart happily, as the pixels of his memory banks
stood aside, allowing him to greedily absorb the huge picture before him. Ever
since they had passed Meiringen, he had been preparing himself. And yet he had
happily felt the full force of surprise asthetrain inched out from a gap between
two mountains, curving dramatically to align itself with the lake, beginning its
long journey around its edge. It was dark, and the moon was hidden from view,
denying the chopping watersthe silver gleen it so often provided. Johnny could
see the lights of two towns across the huge lake—thefirst, nearer and brighter,
was Brient. Even in the darkness, he could feel the mountains behind him. And
now he wasn’t imagining the smell of the pines.

He was one of only a small group of people who got off when the train had
stopped. The lakeside station was unusual in the sense that it appeared to have
been spliced in two by the rails—half had dropped miserably into the water, while
the other half remained intact. On one side, there was along platform, complete
with waiting room, ticket booth, shuttered shop, toilets, and a payphone. On the
other side, there was nothing. No platform, no wall, nothing but a short decline
|leading down to the stonesthat formed that 1ake’ s shore. He fought the desire to
stay behind and soak up each new detail, and joined the small crowd making their
way out into the street. Findi ng somewhereto stay was hisimmediatetask. Ashe
remembered, the hostel he and his schoolmates had stayed in wasdirectly behind
him, and the bulk of the town lay about half a kilometre away, in the opposite
direction. In that regard, the railway station was essentially in the middle of
nowhere. The path on which he and the others were walking was narrow, tight to
asmall brick wall. On the other side of theroad, a sheer rock face was contentedly
contained by a higher wall, which stretched back as far as Johnny could see.

Hefollowed the directions that Susan had prompted him to scribbled down—
left at the station, the next right after half a kilometre, past the school, into the
tree-hidden estate on the left, and the last house on the right. Johnny walked
cautiously and quietly past the house, around the side, towards the converted
garage which supposedly housed Claire’ s self-contained flat. There werelights
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beaming out from inside the house, but not from the garage. The curtains were
pulled back, but theinterior wastoo dark for him to make anything out. He rapped
sharply on the green wooden door, now surethat thiswas her place, and no longer
worried about attracting the attention of the inhabitants of the main house. No
noise, no movement, no answer. He tried again, ignoring the wash of panic that
asked wherethefuck are you going to stay now? Still no answer. He turned tightly
on his heels, stamping in annoyance back onto the street, calmly addressing the
fretting voicesin hishead, and cursing Susan’ ssister for not being therefor him.

Passing arack of public phonesinthe centre of thetown, Johnny remembered
that he also had Claire’ s phone number in his possession, but decided to leaveit
for an hour or so before ringing. Perhaps she was still at work —there had been
lights on in the school as he fumed back past it. But he wasn’t going to take the
risk of her not returning to her home. A signpost at the edge of the small square
pointed to “ Chalet Hotel s Schoneff & Spychepp”, allegedly one km away. Johnny
walked out the quiet road, turning to enjoy the elevating view as the land twisted
and climbed. The hotel itself was split into three buildings, each one lashed to the
dark hillside, with gentle orange lights warming their black timber facades. All
three buildings were at different heights and angles, towered over by more pine
trees, each one visible behind the other as Johnny approached. The first house
seemed to have a ground floor reception area whereas the others did not, so
Johnny correctly surmised that thiswas where he would conduct hisbusiness. He
pushed through the heavy glass doors, savouring the spicy smells, and making his
way towardsthe smiling middle-aged woman behind the desk. To hissurprise, she
addressed him in cheery French.

“Salut.”

Maybe he wasn’t going to need any of his pigeon German at all. Thankfully.
He had taken French for his Leaving Cert, and as such, it was fresher in hismind.
And yet the |last time he had been in Brient, it had been German everywhere. Not
afucking French word to be heard.

“Salut. Je voudrais retenir une chambre. Pour un nuit, s'il vous plait.”

He hoped that his grammar was sufficient, and that one night would be
enough. Surely Claire couldn’t elude him for asecond night. Where thefuck was
she?He moved into auto-pilot once more, transl ating the dictated cost of rooms
per night, pulling some notes from his pocket, and signing theregister. His head
jerked viciously as his eyes turned inwardly to view the slow slideshow, each
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picture from hisdreams, each one portraying hiswoul d-be host in varying degrees
of death. Thewoman at the desk finished scribbling in her check-in book, handed
Johnny his change and a key chained to asmall wooden block, and directed him
to the second chalet, the third of the buildings he had seen from the road.

His room was on the second floor of the Spychepp chalet, necessitating a
short climb up acreaking timber staircase. The predominant colour in hischamber
was the glowing heat of the varnished pine that covered the walls and ceiling,
complemented superbly by the deep red carpet, and the quiet creamy shades of
green and blue that danced upon the wooden furniture. To Johnny’s
disappointment, the window faced in the wrong direction, offering aview of the
wild hills behind him rather than the lake beneath him. There was a brightly
dotted painting of a steamboat out on the water above his double bed, but he
would have preferred the real deal.

Having relaxed his moaning muscles, and flicked through the channelson a
small portabletelevision set, Johnny felt agnawing desirefor beer, something to
let him drift and swirl. He wanted to get completely pissed, to be abletolieon his
gloriously soft bed in hishotel roomin Brient, feeling the exaggerated sense of
happiness that he often enjoyed when drunk. He was here. He wasn’t
acknowledging any of the trepidation, any of the anticipation at |earning whatever
it was he was here to learn, he was simply feeling the exhilaration at having
finally returned here. Fuck, he wanted to heightenit, to highlight it with drunken
cheer. There was blatantly no hotel bar being offered, so he accepted that his
cravings—which had begun on thejourney from Zurich to Lucerne, would require
afurther trip into town. Hetook hisbag and jacket from the dresser, and made his
way back into the night air. It wasn’t cold, but his breath was still visiblein front
of him. As he approached the town square, and the rack of phones, he
remembered Claire. He would need changeto call her. There was anewsagents
shop beside him, so he picked out a small selection of unfamiliar crisps, and
hoped that his change would incorporate damn coins. He ate ashedialled, quickly
comparing the bitter, tangy crispsto asimilar brand back home. The phone at the
other end rang itself out. Still no answer. There was another twinge of worry
gatheringitself in hisstomach. Wherethe hell was she? Hewas quickly relieved
to hear himself calmly computing precautionary optionsfor tomorrow —if there
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still was no answer, call to the school, call to the house beside her flat, call Susan
to seeif she had given him erroneous details. She was probably working late
anyway. He replaced the receiver, and returned to the matter of beer. His
backpack wasin place, an excellent hiding placefor cans or bottles, but hewasn't
seeing any off licencesor supermarketsin theimmediatevicinity. There may well
have been either or both down one of the sidestreets that led away from the
square, but there was awel coming pub amere hundred yards from where Johnny
stood. The tables outside were deserted, but muffled music and shining lights
were calling him in. Maybe he'd enjoy a pint in an authentic Brient pub, help
himself to sometake away cans, and get nicely twisted back in the hotel ? As good
aplan as any for the moment.

The pub was furnished in the style of an American diner bar, with the left
hand side divided into individual booths, ailmost like large church confessional
boxes, with the priest’s door missing, and the divisions between sinners and
absolversremoved. The bar itself covered three quarters of the right hand side,
with along row of stools, sparsely populated by elderly men hunched over their
pitchers and newspapers. There seemed to be an odd mix of ages—Johnny noticed
areasonably young couple in matching jackets cuddling in one booth, while
another young female walked across behind the bar at the back, towards what
Johnny presumed were the toilets. He himself wanted to head down towards the
toilets, to curiously observethe pub and its inhabitants, but he was wary of the
likelihood of that drawing unnecessary attention to himself. Hewasastranger ina
strange land as it was. He would have a pint, take an observant leak, get his take
out, and leave. The barman, perhaps alittle older than Johnny himself, put down
the vodka bottle he was fitting a short measure to, and raised his eyebrows
inquisitively. Here was Johnny, waiting for the barman to speak, to indicate which
language he would be expected to order in, and all the fucker did was ask with his
face. He rescanned the tapsin front of him hastily.

“Uh, ein Carlsberg, bitte.”

Given thetime, and the correct pronunciation, he would have sampled one of
the excitingly named Swiss brews. Instead, he played it safe. Maybe some local
beer for his one man session back at the hotel.

“English?’
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Thebarman’ saccent was English, heavily regional, and not that of somebody
who had learnt English as a secondary language. Johnny was genuinely taken
aback.

“No, Irish actually.”

“Oh right. My name’'s lan.”

Hewas offering his hand as he directed golden beer into Johnny’ sglass. They
shook hands firmly, Johnny finding himself pleased to be involved in asimple
civil exchange.

“Johnny. You're English, right?’

“Aye. Newcastle, a Northerner. What has you in this kip?”’

“Just visiting afriend.”

It wasthefirst timethat hismotivefor travelling to Switzerland hadn’t been a
completelie.

“You work here?’

Aslan the barman scraped froth from the top of his pint, Johnny realised the
stupidity of hisquestion. The barman passed on his God-givenright to be bitingly
sarcastic.

“l do, aye. | stay in Interlaken, it’ s about fifteen minutes out the road. | have
theuse of acar, so | don’t mind. It’ s quieter here, and the women are smashin’.”

He placed the bubbling pint on a coaster in front of Johnny, who wriggled in
his pocket for money.

“Four francs eighty. Ta.”

Johnny pulled in hisfirst mouthful, enjoying the chill asit passed down his
chest into hisstomach. His servicesweren’t required el sewhere, solanthebarman
turned back from the till, slapped Johnny’ s change on the bar, and supped on a
bottle of mineral water that he had pulled out from under the counter. Johnny kept
the small talk moving.

“How do you manage with the language?’

“Most of them know atiny bit of English, enough to order apint. I’'m livin’
with agirl who studies German, so I’ ve learnt the basics.”

Johnny pointed mentally to his knowledge of another girl who studied
German, who also could be found not so far away. For a brief second, he
wondered if Claire and the barman’ shousemate were one and the same, but good
sense stopped him from asking, pointing out that Claire had passed on an address
in Brient, not Interlaken. There were less direct ways to ask.
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“Are there any other English or Irish people around here?”’

“Aye. There’ salad from Liverpool who workson the cable car, Rick, hisDad
built the fuckin’ thing or something. And there’ sagirl from Ireland, really cute.
She only ever comesin with the teachers from the school, then sits on her own,
drinkin’. | tried it on with her one night, but she was havin’ none of it.”

Johnny ignored the rush of bilethat greeted his projected image of thisover-
confident twat from Newcastle coming on to afrail, unhappy girl in her
underwear. And instead embraced the first definite proof that shewasin Brient.
All he needed to do now was find her.

“Who are you over to see?’

“A guy in Lucerne. I’'m only stopping over the night here.”

The truth wouldn’t bring anything worthwhile to their brief conversation.
Apart from maybe giving Mr. Ebullient Barman the opportunity to recommend his
servicesonce moreto themoody Irish girl. Asit happened, the doors behind them
opened with acommotive clatter, and adozen or so peopl e brushed into thewarm
pub. lan the barman moved in aregimental manner away from Johnny, towards
where the group would settle, about halfway up the bar. Johnny was concentrating
on his half-empty pint, and on the hordes of bottles shelved behind the counter.
With hisback to them, he hadn’t noticed the individual members of the group, and
in particular the young woman in the black overcoat and brightly knitted hat. By
thetimethey had happily relocated to thelargest of the enclosed booths, drinksin
hand, Johnny was walking past at pace, making for the gloriously clean toilets
around the back. Noting that hisnew friend had temporarily left his seat at the bar,
lan the barman, having completed his immediate serving duties, was forced to
hold back on broadcasting that the cute Irish girl he had only just been speaking
of, had just taken over Booth 4 with a group of her teacher friends.

Having dribbled his bladder empty, and tried successfully to remember the
name and exact location of the pub in which he’d seen the framed photo of
Brient’ samateur footballers, Johnny turned the corner by the bar, finding that his
barman friend had moved back to his previous position. There would undoubtedly
be more bullshit to be heard, which Johnny would clinically penetrate with his
own queries regarding take away beer, hence making his exit plans known. He' d
give Claire’s number another go on the way back, seeif she’'d turned up yet. He
peeked into the boothswith skilful tact, coming slowly to realise that the barman
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had not been exaggerating with his prognosis on the aesthetic values of the
women in Brient. In comparison with thetwos and threes so far, therewasamuch
larger crowd in the booth marked “4”. Happy, loud people, holding their drinks
and laughing. Almost straight away, he noticed the slight gap between thissmiling
gibbering mass, and the thin quiet shape at the corner of their table. She was
unbuttoning a great black overcoat, struggling to get her arms out without
knocking over somebody’ sdrink. Without instruction, Johnny’ sfeet stopped. He
stood stock still, aware in the corner of his eye that the barman was looking at
him. But Johnny’s eyes were focussed on the girl in the corner of Booth 4, who
was now adjusting her hair, skinny arms wrapped in abright red sweater, with
flashes of awhite shirt poking out over the cuffs and neckline. Sill she wouldn’t
look up. Johnny hadn’t moved, his eyes fixed, watching in mild paralysed
impatience as she sipped from her glass. As he mouthed her name, she replaced
the beer on the table, and looked up. Johnny found that he could move again.

Her eyeswere wider than any he’ d seen before, her eyebrowswere the mix of
afrown and awondering. There was the merest suggestion of afrightened smile
on her lips, which disappeared upwardsinto her tight cheekbones. Her comrades
weren’t offering any resistance or comments on her departure as she edged her
way around the table and through the priest’s door. To where Johnny had been
shuffling hisfeet, in an attempt to soothe thejuttering noisesin his stomach, the
voices approving of this, the next natural step. Shefixed herself to wear anervous
child’s face; he wasn’t aware of what his body was doing. His hand appeared in
front of him, taking hers, feeling the cold clammy flesh against his trembling
warmth. They unnecessarily exchanged names quietly, aformality —they didn’t
need to. Helet go of her hand, missing the soothing softness almost immediately.
Still they stood inthe middle of thefloor, obliviousto the fact that the terrifyingly
reluctant sheens across both their faceswere earning some seriousinterest from
the barman, and a host of his customers.

“What are you doing here?’

“1 had to come.”

Without thinking, he automatically answered her in the sametype of code that
she appeared to be using. Even after hearing thefirst few words she had spoken,
he knew that this was more than a civil exchange between mild acquaintances.
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Her tone had given it away, soundlessly begging him to admit. He knew that this
was what he had expected, perhapseven what he had feared. And yet he was calm
enough to hold back on blurting out the whole damn story. He just needed
confirmation.

She knew why he was here, but needed to hear that he knew. Her voice was
gentle, fighting back atiny quiver, swinging her questions softly, seemingly
encouraging Johnny to push past the gates of timid fear and confusion. The same
gates that she was battling past right now.

“Why?’

“1 don’t know. | was told to come, and | would be told why here.”

“Who told you?’

He hesitated, trying to practice the wordsinside before he let them out. And
they sounded fucking ridiculous. But there was a shimmer in the eyes of this
painfully beautiful girl that forced him onwards. She was hiding behind an
efficient interrogator persona, but shetoo held the scared flag of disbelief that he
was flying. Maybe she saw it in him. And yet still he stumbled over hiswords.
His crazy, unbelievable words.

“1’ve...had these dreams. And all...this other stuff happens. It’s like my
dreams are linked. Not just to each other, but...with what goeson inreal life.”
As he spoke, afamiliar wash of relief soaked him, pleasure endorphins
shooting about his body like wayward bulletsin a cartoon. He realised that this
was the first time he’ d ever mentioned any of thisto anybody else. And here he
was, inapubin Brient, telling it to the sad-faced girl who had appeared alongside
him in hisdreams. Perfect. Her eyelidsfell quickly over her eyes, and he could
feel her clean odourless exhalation on hisface. Relief? Unlike before, therewere
no inner selves prompting him with the questions that he needed to ask. He was

entirely on his own.

“What’ s wrong?’

“Nothing. It’sjust I’ ve been experiencing something like that.”

Aninvisible metallic connecting bar materialised between them, and Johnny
saw it lock painlessly to hischest and hers. Hewastrembling violently, thistime
with excitement. He was doing a damn good job of finding the questions.

“Have | ever been in your dreams?’
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The shades of bluein her eyes swelled momentarily, as she fought back huge
tears. Her lipswobbled unsurely before settling on ajoyous defiance. She half-
snorted nasally as she answered, a nervous display.

“Yes.

Johnny didn’t need any more answers. It was being written on agreat scroll
behind his eyes. Her, him, and whatever it was linking them together.

“You've been in mine.”

“1 guessed that.”

She had succeeded in holding back the tears. Whether they were sourced in
happiness and relief at finding that she was not alone, or fear at realising the
experience was ongoing, Johnny wasn’t sure. If she felt as he did right now, the
former option was most likely.

Their shared gait had relaxed, and as such they had lost the interest and
attention of the more nosy locals. Even lan the barman had disappeared for the
time being.

“We need to talk, seriously, about this.”

“That’'s amild understatement.”

Hefelt himself grinning, bringing alittlelight relief. Hewasn't sureif it was
theright thing to do, but he was feeling happier in himself. And he wanted her to
feel the same way, to loosen the frowning sincerity. Alright, so he didn’t know
what exactly was going on, but he could feel in hisbonesthat the explanation was
around acorner. And therewas apart of him refusing to let go of the happinesshe
had enjoyed earlier on, as he breathed in the fact that he had returned to his
favourite place.

“But | can’t really talk now. It’stoo big, and I’ m supposed to be going for
dinner with that lot.”

She arrowed her head reluctantly back towards the crowd in Booth 4, the
misery having returned to her face.

“They’re leaving for Interlaken at ten. | really should go, one of themis
finishing up. | don’t know if | could handle this right now.”

Johnny refused to let his disappointment be detected. There was tomorrow,
right?1t still seemed like asudden end after they had been on such aroll. But she
had atint of resignation in her voice. That's all for now. It was enough, he
shrugged. A start.



“What about tomorrow?”

“Yes, please. I'mfinished at three. Although | won'’t be able to keep my mind
on anything.”

Therewas asad honesty etched across her face. Not for thefirst time, Johnny
wondered how she could be so apprehensive, when he was facing into this mind
adventure with such excitement.

“Do | go to the school, or your place?’

“Shit, | forgot, where are you staying tonight?”’

Concern, sadness, and honesty.

“l have aroom at the hotel out theroad. | called to your flat earlier, but there
was ho answer. So | didn’t want to risk you not turning up.”

“1 was working late. Fuck, Susan told me you wouldn’t be here until
tomorrow or the day after. Weren't you going to a match or something?’

Johnny blushed as he remembered hislie, quickly allocating the cost of his
untruths to the cost of the damn wooden hotel room.

“No, that’s what | told people back home. What was | going to say —“oh, |
had some dreams, and now I’ m going to Switzerland?’”

He held back on the sarcasm, asking instead for asmall smile from her. She
obliged, but it fell away within a second.

“1 see what you mean.”

She breathed out deeply, weary after their brief but intense exchange. Onthe
contrary he was bursting with good-time energy.

“So do | meet you at the school, or the flat?”

“Theflat. About half three.”

“Right.”

She looked back towards the group in Booth 4.

“What are you going to do now?’

“Maybe get some beers, head back to the hotel.”

“You don’'t mind staying there?’

“No, it’s cool.”

“1”’m going to go back to thislot, finish my social duties. It’sthe last thing |
want to do right now, but...”

“1 know.”
Y ou don’t, she thought sadly to herself.
“Look, I'll leave you alone, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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“Right.”

“About half three?’

“Yes.”

He thought briefly about adding some patronising comment—“ we'll sort this
all out then, ok?” — but decided against it as she turned back towards her
workmates. Why the hell wasn’t she sharing hisexcitement? A nigglingitchinhis
brain asked if maybe she knew more about it than hedid. If so, why didn’t she say
anything?

He made hisway back to hisstool, finishing off the last lukewarm mouthfuls
of beer. lan the barman sidled along the counter, asking about the extent of
Johnny’ srelationship with the attractive I rish girl who had inexplicably rejected
hisown advances. To hisdelight, Johnny immediately and effortlessly concocted
acomplicated taleinvolving college friends, concertsand parties, which left him
and Claire as having shared a coupl e of delightful eveningstogether. With some
unsevered emotional attachments. An unseen projector played him back the
stinging consequential outcome of the last major lie he had told, but he was too
wrapped up in hisown imaginative pride to give afuck. He quizzed the barman
on what beer was availableto take away. |an toyed momentarily with the concept
of harnessing his suddenjeal ous streak to deny thislucky Irish bastard any bottles
to take away. He settled instead by ridiculously overcharging him for six bottles
of Griélsbant, which tasted like piss anyway.

Johnny almost skipped along the dark road back to the hotel, edging up the
hillside backwards, so asto not lose asingle second of themarvellousview. If the
moon had been brighter, and the air not so chilly, he would risked thewrath of the
local law enforcers, and settled into theinviting ditch with one of the brown litre
bottles that clinked in his backpack. Asit was, he was back in his warm wooden
chamber within minutes, constructing amakeshift bottle opener between hisroom
key, his hand and the bathroom sink. He lay on the double bed, numbing his
tastebuds initially against the foul -tasting beer, which at least boasted seven per
cent, enough to get him nicely toasted. There was nothing on the television, no
sports, no adult channel, so he switched it off, allowing his mind to drift. Many
new images, words, and avoiceto thefacethat he had fallen for. Hewas giddily



excited at the prospect of going through whatever this was with her. If only she
would come around to feeling the same way.

123



twenty

Johnny was crudely woken by the sound of a small aeroplane overhead. There
was a horrible taste in his mouth, and sunlight teemed viciously in through the
loosely pulled curtains. Asherubbed the sleep from hiseyes, hismalevolent brain
pointed to a newspaper article he had recently read, and he angrily cursed the
disappearing jet with aminor mechanical fault of somekind. Hedidn’t remember
crawling into his double bed, or polishing off the last of hissix litre bottles of
Griélsbant, which lay scattered on the dark red carpet. No wonder hefelt like he
was fucking dying. His stomach began the first of a series of warning rumbles, so
he relocated to the bathroom, to camp by the toilet bowl, just in case. He
reprimanded himself in disbelief, wondering how he had managed to get so drunk,
all the time waiting for the long gush of vomit that eventually arrived. It was
relatively painless, and thankfully devoid of the type of noises that may have
alerted his immediate neighbours to his self-induced distress. When he had
finished, he rinsed his mouth repeatedly with cold water, before shedding his
clothes and clambering cautiously into the shower. Hewasforced to lean on the
tiled wall with one hand, still suffering from acute dizziness.

An hour later, having gathered his senses while lying naked on his bed,
thrown the empty foul -smelling bottles into a plastic bag in his backpack, and
flushed out his bile-drenched sinuses with the clear, sharp morning air, Johnny
was back in the main reception area, following the gloriously warm food smells.
Therewere only adozen or sotablesin the small restaurant, and Johnny took one
of the untaken window seats. More hillstolook at, but no lake. There appeared to
be a choice of three breakfasts, and the first, after some painful translation,
seemed to incorporate afry, coffeeandt oast. He ordered onefrom the waitress,
and played absent-mindedly with a bowl of jam while he waited. He was
absolutely famished by the time his hot food had arrived, having cleaned his
innards entirely out in his en suite bathroom. The sausages were huge, spicy, a
culinary distance from what he was used to back home, but tasty. He ateall on his
plate, bar arunny egg and some shrivelled black meat. The coffee was strong, and
drovethelast of hislethargy from his system. People began to leave all around
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him, chattering in avariety of unspecified foreign languages. Johnny checked his
watch — it was only approaching ten thirty. He was free until three.

Hereturned the chal et key to reception, and picked up ahandful of the tourist
pamphletsthat remained from the previous summer. Being early January, most of
the natural attractions around the town and surrounding countryside would be
closed. There would be no steamboat crossing on the Brientersee across to
Interlaken. If he had the time and transport, Johnny would have eagerly negotiated
atrip to one of the many cable carsthat crawled up the hillsinto the white tipped
mountains. The weather had been too unpredictabl e last time around to consider
navigating the Jungfrau or Schilthorn summits. He didn’ teven bother researching
buses or trains —he didn’t envisage being back in time to meet Claire at three.
Besides, the cable cars probably wouldn’t be running. Ashe reminded himself of
his reason for being limited to a three o’ clock curfew, he enjoyed a chilled
shudder of pleasure. Right now, he couldn’t give afuck about whatever it wasthat
had drawn him to this magical Swiss lakeside, to an intense téte-atéte with an
achingly attractive sad-faced girl, who held down aregular starring role in his
dreams. He had forgotten all about the horrible contexts in which she had been
appearing in hisdreams. He wasjust happy to be here, almost grateful to whatever
or whoever had summoned him.

He ambled lazily back towards the town, making for the amenities map that
he had noticed at one corner of the square. There was a series of black dots
curving through the green areas around the town, marking out a hiking trail,
leading up to the Giessel bach Falls. Johnny mentally marked off the route on one
of his pamphlet maps, and headed back past the hotel, to where asmall styleled
onto a well-worn path, weaving itself up the rocky hillside. He vaguely
remembered something about waterfalls from his previous visit, and decided to
make his way along the trail, whiling away hisfree hoursin aleisurely fashion.
He picked up a cheese and ham roll, along with some crisps and soda water, in
one of the shops on the square, planning to enjoy hislunch at the Falls. Along the
carefully-marked walk, he passed asmall funicular, usually employed in hauling
the lazier tourists up the hill, abandoned until the summer months came back
around. He picked hisway slowly along the more difficult of the climbs, feeling
the changes in altitude in his breathing. Within thirty minutes, he was at his
destination, turning right at a wooden signpost in a dripping, secluded hollow,
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directing himto the Falls. He walked along the fenced path, adjusting hisearsto
theroaring waters. The air was suddenly colder, thelight breeze carrying thefirst
drops of moisture. He came to the clearing, which widened out to his left and
right, sturdy timber fencing separating him and the thousand foot drop to the
unseen bottom. The water dropped and howled away beneath him, the noisesand
the white foam astark contrast to the calm greeny-blue poolsaway on hisleft. On
further exploration, he would find the unvandalised board which graphically
informed him of the seven layer, nine hundred and eighty feet height of the
Giesselbach Falls. The green vegetation all around him was hiding the complete
descent, and even as he |eaned over the protective barrier, he could not see the
bottom, because the water curved and snaked itsway down the hillside, dartingin
behind trees, leaving nothing but the roaring thunder. Johnny would have
preferred to have been ableto see the angry water hammering down into thelake,
but the view before him was a more than adequate substitute. He removed the
food from his backpack, found a dry patch on the gravel stone clearing, and sat
himself down inview of thefirst spitting waterfall. L etting the vibrant sounds and
the cold spraying air wash over him, closing hiseyes. Unableto sleep because of
the incessant noise, but half-dreaming in the dull early afternoon sun. Struggling
gently with the remains of ahangover, and the constant disbelief at where hewas,
and what he was doing. Or rather what it was he would be doing in afew hours
time. It still didn’t bear serious consideration. It had dominated histhoughtsand
his actions until he had actually decided to go, and now that he was here, it was
practically the last thing on his mind.

“Bring it on!!”, he defied out loud, once more feeling the forgotten stab of
anticipation. Asking again why his partner wasn’'t adopting such a cavalier
approach. Smiling broadly when her face matched up with the word “ partner.”

Intotal, Johnny spent an hour at the Falls, resting his mind and satisfying the
weary hunger that the climb and the energy-sapping waterfall had given him. He
placed all his empty wrappers inside the used soda bottle, recognising without
hesitation the crime involved in littering such a glorious area. It was now one
thirty. He set back out along thewinding hillsidetrail, revitalised by hismeal, and
adopting a sudden professional efficiency asthe hour drew nearer. There was still
sometimetokill, so heturned down one of the eastern square sidestreets, leaving
behind the town, stepping cautiously over the open railway tracks, making for the
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rocky lake shore. There was a heavy mist clinging to the water, hiding the
magjority of the mountainous shoreline pineforestsfrom view. Looking highinto
the sky, he wasn’'t sure if he was gazing at the clouds or the snow-crested
mountain tops.

It was approximately twenty minutesto four by t hetime Johnny had made his
way acrosstown, past the school, and into the small, secluded estate. He walked
past the main house once more, his attention grabbed by squealing children
indoors. There were also sounds coming from Claire’ sflat—adoor of somekind
closing, and running water. Johnny tapped on the front door, managing to
incorporate asmall degree of the gravity he was now feeling into hisknock. She
answered within seconds, greeting him with the same serious contortion of her
features. Despite his new understanding of the growing importance of the
minutes, hewas still irritated that she couldn’t rise aboveit to give him afucking
smile. What was he, a harbinger of doom?

“Hi.”

“Comein.”

He squeezed past her frame as she stood by the door, seemingly not trusting
him to shut it properly. The brightly-painted room was cold, and the water
continued to run away somewhereto hisright. The garage appeared to be divided
in three—theroom they both now stood in, arecreational or living area, compl ete
with couch, silent television, and atabl e scattered with magazines; to hisright was
asmall kitchen, with a humming refrigerator the only appliance visible through
the half-shut door. To theleft, he assumed, was abedroom. She strode purposely
past into the kitchen, and turned off the tap. Her voice carried through the light
timber walls without muffling.

“1"m sorry about last night, but | couldn’t avoid it. I’min enough trouble with
themasitis.”

“How come?’

She moved back into the living room, | owering herself slowly onto the edge
of her couch, taking one of the cheerful yellow cushions, and holding it to her
chest. Johnny remained standing.

“1’ve missed a couple of days.”

“Why? Sick?’

She sighed deeply.
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“No, | slept in a couple of mornings. | haven’t been getting much sleep.”

“And when you do sleep, you’ re having fucked up dreams, right?”’

Johnny sat down on the couch, at the opposite end to her, holding onto the
serious edge to his voice for the time being.

“Some of the time, yes.”

“Do you know what thisis all about?’

There was a part of him that wanted to sit there patiently, listening to all that
she had to say. She could lie with her head on his lap, letting him in on all her
dark secrets, perhaps at the same time offering him alittle enlightenment on what
exactly was going on. But there was also an impatient devil at work, one that
wanted to skip these simple exchanges, to get right to the heart. He hadn’t allowed
himself to specul ate about whatever he was hereto learn, mainly because he had
been too wrapped up in either getting here, or enjoying the fact that hewas here.
But now, he felt the urge for answers. She stopped fiddling with the yellow
cushion, and ran her hand across her brow.

“What exactly do you know?’

It was probably the biggest question she could have asked him. She wasn’t
asking him when it had started, how, what his dreams had been about, what had
drawn him to Brient — she was asking for it all. He dismissed the childish
reluctance to be the first to go, and gathered his sources together.

“| started having weird dreams. They seemed to be linked to reality. | had
proof, but | somehow lost it, but | know it happened.”

She nodded gravely.

“How many times?’

“Uh, two, | think. And after that, | started having these dreams about you.
There were other people, a man, he’s the one who told me to come here.”

He was conscious of the fact that there was no internal monitoring or
censorship going on, and for this he was thankful. He could hear the words as he
spoke them, and they were insane. But his attentive audience was not laughing,
but physically understanding with her frowns. Besides, he was telling it exactly
how it happened.

“What were we doing in your dreams?”

“Running from danger. | always got away, but...”

There was a pause as she processed this new, half-expected synopsis.
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“I didn’'t?’

He shook his head slowly, biting hislip, keeping his eyes on hers.

“That'sal we did?’

Therewasan surprisingly incredulousdip in her tone. A thought dived before
Johnny’ s eyes.

“Yeah. Why, what did we do in your dreams?’

Judging by her reaction, it was the right question to ask. It garnered no new
information, but was the right question to ask. She visibly squirmed, and dealt
with the awkwardness immediately.

“Nothing much. Who was the man?’

“I don’t know. He was kinda oldish, in an overcoat and a hat. I’ ve never seen
him before.”

“Oldish? How old?”

“Maybe fifty, sixty. “

She waited a second, the puzzled mask spilling across her face.

“And he told you to come here?”

“Yes. Actually, no, he told me to go somewhere, and that | would find out
wheremyself. All thisstuff happenedinreal life, all pointingto here. | knew then
where to go.”

“What stuff?”

“The name just kept coming up. Three, sometimes four times a day.”

“Why didn’t he tell you directly to come here? Could you talk to him?”

“Yeah. | don’t know why he didn’t tell me. Maybe | was more likely to
believeit if | saw these things happeninreal life.”

It was an explanation that only fell to him as he was asked the question, and
he was immensely proud of hisreflexive deductive skills.

“And so you jumped on the first flight out here?’

He wasn’t sure if he appreciated the sceptical undertone. He was fucking
dedicated to thisshit. Maybe half the reason he was here was because of her, and
the startling waysin which she had ended some of hisdreams. Thiswasahell of a
way of showing her appreciation.

“Of course | did. My head is half-fried with this. There's some weird shit
going on, and | can’'t explain it. I’m not imagining it, and | want to know what the
fuck itis.”

“What weird shit?’
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“l just fucking told you. How am | having dreams about you dying when I'd
never seen your face before?”

“1 just wanted to be sure.”

Her face had receded into sadness once more, adry, miserable sadness. She
was too unhappy to cry. Johnny allowed himself to feel the pangs of guilt,
regretting the force of hisvoice, and the harsh content. Hisvoicelowered itself
considerably.

“Sure of what?’

“That you were involved.”

“I’m pretty sure that | am.”

“Can | ask you something?”’

“Sure.”

“Ok, all of thisisstrange, and I am a small bit freaked out about it, but you
seem to be scared shitless. Why?”

He arranged his best concerned face, coercing her with his eyes, gently
informing her that it was her turn on the explanatory podium now. She breathed
in, holding the breath as she searched for the words.

“Likel’vesaid, I’ ve had the samething. Dreams, strangethings. Y ou’ ve been
in some, along with another man.”

“What was | doing?’

His interest in his own role was increasing, but she wasn’'t giving anything
away just yet. Which only made him more hungry.

“l can’t say. And the man was different to the one you described.”

“How so?”

“He was younger. All in black, tight black hair, alittle shorter than you.”

“And what did he say?’

“That somebody else would be part of it, that | wouldn’t be on my own.”

“Fuck, | was given aline exactly like that.”

“By the old man?’

“Yes. What does that mean?’

“I’m not sure.”

The way in which she dropped her eyesto the bright yellow materid in her
lap spoke volumes. She knew damn well. Johnny tried again.

“Why can’'t you tell me what | was doing in your dream? | told you.”

She shivered in her own warmth. It was cold in the converted garage.
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“Ok, you died too. But | can’t say any more.”

“Why not?”

Johnny felt indifferent to being told that he had suffered asimilar imaginary
fate to hers. There was more, and thiswas all he was interested in.

“l had another dream last night. Warning me not to say too much.”

“Who warned you?’

“The same man.”

She seemed hideously troubled, scratching aimlessly at the back of her neck.
Johnny adjusted his voice accordingly to soothing.

“What was his warning?’

“1"d rather not say.”

There were a few seconds of silence between them, each one unsure of
exactly how toproceed. Playful shrieksfilteredinfrom the main house. Claire put
the cushion down on the couch between herself and Johnny, and stood up.

“Comein here.”

She was making for the closed door, the one Johnny had accepted as |eading
into her bedroom. Any other time, he would have been greatly excited by her
invitation to join her in her quarters, but afrank gremlininside his head laughed
off any notions of amorous developments. If anything, he had a feeling that he
was not going to enjoy what she had lined up for him.

Theroom was bathing in bright afternoon sunlight, streaming through the lace
curtainsthat adorned the window at the other end of the room. Her bed ran almost
theentirelength of thefar wall, the door only just clearing itscorner asit swung
inwardly. Therewasbarely threefeet of space between the end of the bed and the
near wall. A small dresser wardrobe graced the corner by the window,
complimented on the opposite side by agreen felt armchair, and awicker basket.
She made for the dresser, pulling out adrawer, and rooting through its contents.
Johnny followed, inexplicably drawn towards the shining window. He edged past
her, running his hand along the soft green armchair.

“1’m just trying to find something here.”

“Ok.”

He scanned the view through the large window, which turned out to belittle
more than a neighbour’s carefully cultivated garden. Suitably disappointed, he
turned back into theroom, hiseyesfalling into the wicker basket. It was evidently
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her laundry basket, filled with scrunched-up clothing. Black underwear, the
smoky red sweater she had been wearing the night before, dark navy jeans.

Something shiny, trapped down the side of her unwashed garments caught hiseye.
Without hesitating, Johnny thrust his hand into the basket, brushing past therough
denim and something alot softer, grabbing the cold blue material, and pulling it
free. She was still searching. He stretched the elastic waistband of the shorts,
pulling them into full shape in his hands. Shiny blue Adidas goal keeper shorts.
Claire’ sfacedrifted quietly onto theindistinguishabl e face of the toplesswoman
in his Polaroid. Just like the sleepy haze that was creeping across his chest.

“Where did you get these?”’

She had found what she was looking for, and was reading to herself fromit.
She turned around, shrinking her eyesin puzzlement.

“Uh, some second hand clothes market in Interlaken. Why?’

“No reason.”

The white Adidas stripes were peeling off in places. The difference in
sensation between the nylon shorts and the rougher stripes was huge. He could
smell her inthe shorts. She seemed to have forgotten about the sheet of paper in
her hand, marking out embarrassment and indignation in her speech.

“1 used to wear them in bed.”

“With what else?’

“What?’

“With what else? A T-shirt?”’

“Yes. What’ s this about?’

“Did you ever sleep topless?”’

“No!!”

“Areyou sure?’

“Of course I’m sure! What makes you say that?’

“ Somebody sent me a Polaroid picture, a couple of weeks ago, of atopless
woman, wearing these shorts, sitting in that armchair.”

Hewasamazed at just how fierce hisvoice sounded. Shetoo looked horrified.

“No, no fucking way, you can’t have!”

“Y ou mean you know about this?”’

She placed the sheet of paper back on the dresser, and steadied her racing
heart by pressing on it and breathing deeply. Still approaching remarkable
calmness, considering the circumstances. An incredulous weight on her face.
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“Before Christmas, afriend of mine came down from Freiburg. We went out,
got drunk. She slept on the couch, | woke up the next morning ...in that chair.”

“With no top on?’

She nodded slowly and heavily.

“Wearing these shorts.”

“lI mustn’t have made it to bed. | don’t remember anything, either does she.”

“So how the fuck did | get a photograph of you?”

She looked sadly at the blue shortsin his hand.

“You're sureit was me?’

“l am now.”

“No way. It couldn’t be....”

“Areyou still wondering if I’'m involved?’

Hetossed the shorts back into the basket. She turned slowly back towardsthe
dresser, picking up the sheet of paper, seemingly regaining her scattered
composure, moving onwards.

“Please, look at this.”

She handed over the sheet, ripped from afool scap copy, scribbled oninablue
flourish not dissimilar to her sister’s. The page was divided into four sections.

“| started to write down the details of some of my dreams. Read the third
one.”

Johnny did as he was told. The sounds to accompany the words popped into

warning, accident?!

Claire was talking again, bravely fighting against the sobs that threatened to
take her voice.

“1 was warned about the crash and | didn’t do anything. He caused it, said it
was to prove how serious he was.”

Withthis, her resistancefinally broke, and the tears began to flood from her.
Johnny covered the short distance between them, and locked hisarmsaround her.
She ground her face miserably into his chest, bringing her hands to her face,
crying openly.

“1 wanted to warn Susan but | couldn’t. | thought she would bein the car. The
ticket that you used wasfor her, to come over here. | was going to tell her then.”

“But in the meantime the accident happened. Without her being involved.”

“And now he’'sin acoma, and | could have stopped it.”
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As she whispered these last few words, she moved her head to one side,
leaving wet tears on Johnny’ s bare neck. He was secretly enjoying the trembling
bundle against his body, leaving her sobbing quietly for half a minute.

“It’s not your fault. Who would have believed you?”’

“That’swhat | thought.”

She breathlessly expended the last of her outburst, seemingly comforted by
the fact that Johnny shared her outlook in thisregard. Wiping her red eyes dry,
she pulled herself away from his arms, deeply angry with herself for losing
control. Her mouth quivered as she exhaled.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’salright. | can see why you're scared.”

“Heisdeadly serious.”

“1 know.”

She reached for the sheet of paper, which Johnny politely handed back,
annoyed that he hadn’t taken the opportunity to check up on the other three
dreams, to see what exactly he had been up to. She excused herself to go to the
bathroom, and left him on his own in the bedroom. When she returned, dabbing
her face with a clean white towel, Johnny was perched on the edge of the bed by
the window. Hisfacewas paralysed, holding the kind of disbelieving fear she had
expected to see ever since he had arrived. Hisunblinking eyesweretrained onthe
wardrobe, in front of which stood silently the black-clothed man from her dreams.
She felt herself within range of losing control once more.

“Claire, comein, join us.”

He had turned to greet her, his arms stretched wide, hiswelcoming smile at
oddswith the prickling freeze that clawed at her skin. She moved slowly into the
room, sitting carefully on the bed, her eyes never leaving the stranger in her
bedroom.

“Aren’t we a cosy threesome. Well, my friends, first things first, | should
explain, you are not both seeing the same person. | have a separate visual being
for each of you, and a separate voice. But the wordswill all bethe same. Compare
notes, if you wish.”

For thefirst time since she had returned to the room, Johnny moved. Hiseyes
had met hers momentarily as she sat down, but he hadn’t moved. He hissed at her
in panic through the side of his mouth.
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“Who are you seeing?”’

She replied in a similar low-key manner, her whispered voice reflecting a
little more anxiety than before. All traces of her crying had disappeared, shewas
dry and quiet.

“The man | told you about. From my dreams.”

Johnny too was seeing the man from his dreams, the matured gentleman in
overcoat and Trilby hat. He ventured a brief description to Claire while the
stranger looked on patiently, eyebrows raised and lips pursed in waiting.

“Done?Fine. | would liketo stressat this point t hat contrary to what you may
believe, | am not here to harm either of you. There is no need to worry. | will
explain myself clearly and thoroughly, and if you have any questions, please don’t
hesitate to stop and ask.”

“How the hell did you get in here? | just turned around and you werethere.”

“That will become apparent very shortly, dear boy.”

There was a kindly grin on his face that was at once both maddening and
hypnoticin Johnny’ seyes. Hewasn't sureif Claire was seeing the same thing, but
she remai ned silent on the bed beside him, breathing normally.

“Shall | press on? Good. In very broad terms, you have both been
experiencing some odd occurrencesin your daily lives, and also while you dream.
Am | not correct? The simple answer is that | am responsible for these
occurrences. | have my reasons, and will outline them to you in due course.
Johnny, as you can probably tell, part of my involvement with you was to draw
you tothisplace, specifically to thislittle explanatory meeting. And Claire, | did
promise that you would not be alone, did | not? Have we any questions at this
stage?’

Thevoicesthat they heard were confident and charming, efficiently colouring
in the shapes on the line drawings that had appeared in their eyes. All the panic
and fear had fallen backwards, leaving them helplessin front of him, but still with
the power to sift through the questionsthat flew past their minds, thick and fast.
Claire spokefirst, asking aquestion that Johnny himself had been preparing, her
voice trembling slightly.

“What are you?’

The black-haired man turned to her and smiled.
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“As good aquestion as any. | was human, and still probably am. Except my
original time as flesh and blood has passed. | have died once before, and now
retain all but the physical being of my former self.”

“So you're aghost?’

He chuckled quietly, moving in front of the dresser mirror. Even with his
prior knowledge of spirit physiology, Johnny was numbly shocked to seethelack
of reflection. There was absolutely no denying it now. It wasreal.

“A ghost, a spirit, these are silly human terms and descriptions. | shouldn’t
laugh, | apologise. If it helps you to understand, by all means, call me a ghost.”

“Why are we seeing different people? Why aren’t you the same for both of
us?’

“ Another fine question. Essentially, it was an error on my part. | had to try
different personas on you both, in an attempt to grab your attention asyou slept.
Y ou both responded more favourably to two separate individual s—thetwo people
you are seeing respectively at the moment. By retaining thetwo individual visuals
you are now mildly familiar with, | had hoped to make this alittle lessobscure.
And | assure you, | do grasp exactly how strange this all must seem.”

He left off with a blank fatherly shrug, inviting them to shrill exactly how
strangeit seemed to them. But the girl had no such interest. Still she peppered him
quietly.

“Why can’t we see your real face?’

“Did | not explain? | have no physical being, | have no real face, as you put
it.”

As Claire drew breath, Johnny found the space to ask his own question.

“What do you want with us?’

“Direct and to the point, the best way. Firstly, let me address what will be
your next question —why did | choose to interfere with you two above anybody
else?Believeit or not, but your shared advanced mental development isthe major
factor. Y ou see, only atiny percentage of the human race arereceptiveto thekind
of signalsthat | employ. It issomething of anuisancein the sensethat thereisno
more efficient process than trial and error to sort the wheat from the chaff.
Consider the simple cucumber — some schools of thought have it that you can
either taste it, or you can’'t. There is no way to determine this without trying a
sliceof thevilevegetable. Similarly, thereisno way to determine whether or not
somebody is open to spiritual persuasion without testing their perception.”
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Johnny was still filing the clear wordsin hishead as Claire interrupted again.
He could hear belittling disbelief in her voice, and bubbling anger.

“So we're the only two people you could find?”’

“Not the only two, but thefirst two. Despite what you may believe, | do not
have an endless supply of time. In truth, my selection was made that bit more
easier. | chose you, Claire, and within days, you had inadvertently pointed me
towards Johnny, who proved to be perfectly receptive.”

Claire made a slight vol canic noise before speaking. If Johnny had managed
to shed the soothing blanket that tired his mouth and eyes, he would have asked
the same question.

“How did | point you to Johnny?’

“He appeared in adream you had, without any influence from me whatsoever.
| was routinely checking your dreaming patterns at the time, and systematically
tested each and every one of those who appeared with you. Frank was a complete
non-starter, by the way.”

He tilted his head slightly, flashing a warm, knowing grin. She wanted to
blush, but for some reason, the receptorsin her face were not online. Frank was
the rugby-playing weightlifter who lived with one of her friends at college. His
only recorded appearance in any of her dreams had been an active one in a
particularly passionate encounter with Claire on the kitchen table in Frank’s
apartment. Johnny, naturally knew nothing of this, and was using thetimeto make
his own careful deductions.

“So the only reason I’ m involved is because she dreamed about me?”

Some time ago, he had hoped that the extent of hisinvolvement in any of
Claire’s dreams had been similar to that role actually taken by Frank, the
weightlifting rugby player. When Susan had told him about Claire’ s dream that
Friday evening in Dolan’s, she had been considerably vague, perhaps sparing him
any embarrassment. It didn’t appear that it was fucking embarrassment she had
been saving him from.

“No, that’ snot the only reason. Remember, if you hadn’t been asreceptive as
you are, | would have passed.”

Hewastrying to make it sound as though being selected for whatever stupid
game hewas playing was an honour, areflection of one’s mental prowess. Johnny
noted the sudden appearance of disgusted frustration in the pit of his stomach.
Claire returned from her brief silent sabbatical.
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“Why did you pick mein thefirst place?’

“1 didn’t pick you, | studied you, along with a sel ection of others. Y ou came
top of the class, so to speak.”

“What made you select me, along with the others?”’

Theimpatience crept back into her voice. Johnny turned to look at her, asthe
old man shuffled his position to turn and face her completely.

“The strength of your emotions, my dear girl. You arrived here with such
anger, such hated rejection, that the conviction of your magnetic radiation upset
the surrounding aura of this area. We tend to notice such things.”

“We?’

“1 am not the only one of my kind. There are others, who have been given the
opportunity to follow up these projects.”

“Projects?”

He turned back to address Johnny, happily.

“Yes, projects That is probably the best description.”

“Who gives you the opportunity?’

The old man laughed quietly to himself.

“That would betelling. I’ m not sure exactly of what your respectivereligious
convictionsare, but | assureyou, the afterlifeisnot asstraightforward asawhite
bearded man in Heaven, and ared pointy-tailed man with apitchfork in Hell. Try
to think lessin terms of black and white, and more in shades of grey.”

“What the fuck?”

“1 do apologiseif thisis confusing you, but | cannot go any deeper into this
particular area. There are certain rules enforced on me, ones which would render
my work uselessif | wasto transcend them.”

“Rules?’

“Y es. We are not the decadent, carefree heathens that you see portrayed as
ghostsin horror movies. We prefer to do things by the book.”

The two young people on the double bed remained in complete silence for
seconds, processing these new ridiculous words slowly. He seemed to respect
their difficulty, and left them quietly compiling. Rules, projects, the afterlife. He
smiled again, beginning to understand just how fucked up this must appear to
them. Not that he had been in any doubt beforehand, but he was damned sure of
having their attention now.
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“| can seethat you are both having difficulty in understanding this. However,
| don’t consider thisasbeing vitally important to our devel opment together. | will
move slowly onwards. | know that given the time, you will ask me to explain
what exactly your dreams have been representing. This is a slightly lighter
subject, and should ease you back from your mildly apoplectic states.”

“Claire, I'll begin with you. My first goal wasto earn your attention. This|
achieved with the dream about the little girl at school, and also the incident in
Interlaken. Y ou found these actual occurrences more potent than any déjavd, |
believe.”

Thelittlegirl at school had drawn apicture of Claire, incrayon. It had been a
loose snapshot of the horrible recurring dream that she had suffered ever since
she’d arrived in Brient. Claire had been too petrified to ask the girl where she had
imported the other charactersfrom, and somehow completely mislaid t heportrait
two dayslater. Theincident in Interlaken referred to her finding apair of second
hand football shorts, which almost matched the blue and white shorts that the
strange little girl in her class had grafted onto Claire’'s thighs in the crayon
landscape. She had neglected to tell Johnny this —for fuck’s sake, he already
claimed to have a photograph of her wearing them. The man in black continued.

“The dream with Johnny was of your own doing, it had nothing to do with
me. My next involvements were simply to assure you that you would not be alone,
and also to vaguely outline what would be involved. It then appeared that | was
losing you, so | regretfully had to resort to something moreintense. | apologisefor
the traumathat you encountered as a direct result of the car crash dream, but it
was necessary, to retain your attention, and to prove just how serious | am.”

His voice had taken on a graver bounce, but his eyes remained kind.

“As you know, your sister was not harmed, and the boy will make a full
recovery.”

She didn’t feel the need to question exactly how the fuck he knew that her
sister’ sboyfriend was going to be alright. Shewasfeeling alittle better in herself,
feeling the warmth as more of her line drawings were shaded in.

“1 have also shown you what benefits you can expect if you co-operate.”

“Do you honestly think that one cancels out the other?’

Her tone was angry once more. Johnny was lost. The old man was turning
back to him.
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“That remains to be seen. Johnny, stop me if you have any questions. The
Polaroid photograph and the email picture served to arrest your attention. | then
attempted to slowly introduce the idea of there being a point to it all, without
giving too much away. | also tried to outline what | could do for you in return—
you remember the girl in amongst the trees. You will also be aware that |
developed the involvement of Claire, in varying degrees of danger, to awaken
your desireto help her. And in the process, help me.”

“How did | get the photographs?’

“You didn’t get them. If you were at home right now, could you put your
hand on either? Of courseyou couldn’t. They existed only in your mind. And the
possibilities within a mind are endless. | could have shown you pictures of
anybody.”

“What do you mean when you say you’ |l do something for me in return?”

“Likel’vesaid, | need you here, to do something for me. Inreturn, | can offer
you my assistance in certain quarters—that girl you’' reinterested in, your band,
whatever.”

Johnny quickly appreciated the fact that the smiling man had not mentioned
Susan’s name. It was not an opportune time to admit his somewhat damaged
feelingstowardsthegrieving girl, especially not in front of her equally disturbed
sister.

“But how can you help me?’

“You are familiar with the concept of a butterfly flapping its wings on one
continent, and affecting a change in weather in another?’

It was anotion Johnny had struggled to believe during his extensive viewings
of Jurassic Park. Nevertheless, he understood, and nodded.

“Well, sometimesthat’sall it takes. Y ou just haveto know wherethe butterfly
is, and when you want him to flap hiswings. Trust me.”

It seemed like an odd thing for him to ask of Johnny.

“1 was also forced to make alate change to my plans. The original hope was
to bring you two together at Christmas, when Claire had returned to Ireland. Y ou
would have made a cosy foursome —together with Susan and Robbie.”

Johnny was genuinely surprised to hear the old man make this suggestion,
especially considering he apparently knew who the object of Johnny’ s affection
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was. Perhaps he was merely authentically pulling morewool over Claire’ seyes.
Regardless, it hadn’t happened.

“But as you both know, things conspired, out of my hands, to ensure that
Claire unfortunately returned to Switzerland without even leaving Dublin. | was
forced to re-evaluate my plans, and to quickly point you in the direction of this
place. | had neither the time nor the patience to wait for her next trip home.”

“Did you arrange the crash, so as | would buy Susan’ s ticket from her?”

“No, not at all, that was a happy coincidence. | had no idea that Claire was
goingto bring her over, or that you would havethedriveto ask her for theticket.”

“Did you arrange the crash?’

Claire had been quiet while Johnny was having his dreams analysed.

“No, | did not. It was going to happen anyway. But by warning you, | made it
appear that | did.”

Johnny realised that they still were no wiser about what lay ahead of them.

“So what exactly do you want from us?’

Themanin black rubbed hishandstogether in front of hischest, and smirked.

“And so we get to it. | want you both to listen, and | will tell you.”
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twenty-one

Somewherein the estate outside, acar rolled slowly by. Therising breeze caught
the first small drops of drizzle, and bounced them playfully off the bedroom
window. Apart from these mild soundsfiltering through, theroom wasin absolute
silence. Johnny had managed to shake himself free of the soothing sheets of calm
that had threatened sleep upon him. He had been consciously storing all thisnew
information, all these explanations, putting them aside for another time and day,
when he could offer hisfull attentive self. For now, therewasmoretolearn. The
simmering panic and disbelief, the tiny voices squeaking at him, asking him to
display the appropriate behaviour thatthey would associate with an audience with
someone likethis, they too had subsided, almost asif they held the sameinterest
as the rest of him. He glanced across at Claire on the bed beside him, but her
features were committed to the old man standing in front of her. Clearing his
throat without a show, making his way around the final bend.

“What | want, my friends, isto be complete once more. | have been giventhe
opportunity to return to thislife, and all that currently eludes me is a physical
form. In layman’sterms, | need a body.”

He paused, allowing the two white-faced young peopl e the timeto absorb his
words. The boy spokefirst; the girl remained sadly quiet. Then again, if she had
taken on board all that he had hinted at through her dreams, she knew.

“Y ou want to fucking possess us?’

Disgust, fear and a scared lack of comprehension on the boy’s face. The
familiarly infuriating smile on the kind-faced old man.

“No, no. If that was the case, why would | have the two of you here? Would
not one suffice? Itisan option availableto our kind, but quite afar—fetched one. |
mean, what sane personisliableto offer themselves up for possession by another?
Would you?1 didn’t think so. And itisincredibly tricky to forcefully possessan
unwilling host. Besides, there are certain rules and regulations, making it all the
more difficult as an exercise.”

“There are rules and regulations that apply to possession?’
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“Of course. | told you, it’s not the disorganised orgy of chaos that you’'ve
already decided it is. For one, | am not allowed to assume the physical human
form of anybody not receptive to certain probing signals. This, in a sense, goes
without saying — he who will not receive me mentaly cannot ever know of my
presence, and therefore cannot receive me physically. How can | buy anewspaper
if the newsagent doesn’t see me coming, and his shop remains shut? Secondly,
although thismore by choice, | would have to spend months, perhapsevenyears,
studying the personality, behavioural characteristicsand social mannerismsof any
proposed host. Thereisvery little point in mearranging to transfer back to human
formif | cannot convincingly fool thoseimmediately around meinto thinking that
nothing has changed internally with their compatriot. Where isthe futurein my
new human host being locked up for mental evaluation, after his or her parents
notice countless changes in their offspring’s behaviour?”

Somebody, somewhere told Johnny that hewaslying uncomfortably on abed
in Brient, besidethe girl from hisdisturbing dreams, listening to aghost outlining
the rulesimposed on potential spiritual possession. And still he failed to grasp
how bizarre it sounded, he was more interested in tripping up this maddeningly
relaxed old bastard. He wanted to reach the flaw in his well-woven story, to
expose him for the bullshitting nothing that he was. So what if he had managed to
loosely link Johnny’ s dreams, and all that shit with the photographs. Maybe he
was some kind of spirit—Johnny had asopen amind asany inthat regard. But he
wasn’t going to stand there and talk about rules for fucking possession.

“1 can see that you' re having difficulty in believing me. If | could, | would
prove it to you, but alas | cannot. You’'ll just have to trust me.”

Again, he was asking Johnny to trust him. Not fucking likely, he thought to
himself.

“There are many more of these regulations, an entire section concerning blood
relatives. But I’ ve confused you enough, and | really should press on.”

“No, try me about blood relatives.”

Give him the rope, and let him hang himself. The old man’s smile changed,
surprised.

“Well, firstly, there is no direct transfer from spiritual to physical form
allowed between original blood relatives. If | had achild, for instance, who had
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survived me, | could not directly possesshim or her, if | so chose. Instead, | would
have to assume the form of another human, and hope for a period of prolonged
physical contact with my child, at which stage| would be allowed to move across.
Essentially, | would require a medium through which to pass if | wished to
possess any member of my bloodline.”

“What kind of physical contact?’

“It varies. It depends on the resistance. If | had a willing host lined up, a
prolonged handshake between humans should allow metime enough to make the
crossing. If thereisresistance, it would require something alittlelonger. Andit’s
hardly likely that I’ Il find ablood relative willing to donate their body. Thisi sone
instance in which | am unlikely to keep it in the family.”

“Thisis all highly irrelevant. | have said that my intentions do not revolve
around possession.”

He offered his hands out, palms facing upwards, in a mock display of
exasperation. Which only served to annoy Johnny even more.

“Well what the fuck do you want, then?’

“1 want you to make a new body for me.”

Johnny ignored the sickening gurgling sounds in Claire’s throat. He was
getting more frustrated by the second.

“How do | make a body? What am I, afucking plastic surgeon?’

The old man shook his head patiently, aware of the approaching finish line.

“No, but you are a healthy male. And she,” nodding at Claire, “is a healthy
female. Together, you can make a healthy child.”

The swirling, jabbing pains in his stomach began to make their presence
known, and Johnny found himself hating that over-heated bedroom morethan any
other place in his known world. It was too warm, he was having difficulty in
breathing, and in place of sweat on hisboiling torso, ahideously itching coat slid
silently across his skin. The old man had relaxed his facial muscles, darting his
eyesfromtheboy to thegirl, scanning them for their real -time reactions. Claire
had her face hidden in her hands, but was making no sound. Johnny suddenly
understood her, and all that lay at her end of the bargain. She moved herself
slowly off the bed, mumbling.

“l have to get out of here.”

144



“I’ll come with you.”

“No, | want to be on my own.”

“1’m not staying here with him.”

If he hadn’t been |ooking half-pleadingly at the back of Claire’ s head, Johnny
would have seen the comical flash of mock indignation on the happy old man’s
face.

“Yes, it’sprobably best if you both go, get someair or something. I'll still be
here when you get back.”

They walked in deathly silence, making little or no noise on the gravel path,
as they passed the school, and made absent-mindedly for the lake shore on the
other side of the main road. Johnny wasfeigning the range of concern, shock and
anger that he presumed appropriatein Claire’ seyes. Intruth, hewasonly mildly
disturbed by the old man’ s suggestions, he still had a hundred questions that he
wished to ask, and would reserve further judgement until he had the answers. On
the other hand, Claire seemed genuinely upset, so Johnny adjusted his mood
accordingly. They reached the main road, and followed its curve until a small
narrow lane pulled itself away. There was alevel crossing at the end of the lane,
segregating the last few cottages and sheds from where the lake’ s shore began.
The waters were clear, reluctantly reflecting the dark green shades of the pine
forests. Claire stood, her armsfolded violently across her chest. Johnny debated
on how exactly to begin.

“I’m sorry.”

No answer, no change in her body.

“L ook, you could refuse to do it.”

“1 don’t think that’s an option.”

Thewind whipped alock of her hair around into her face, and she moved one
hand slowly to brush it away. Her voice was low and sad, resigned.

“Why not?’

She simply lowered her eyes, and blew softy through her nose, seemingly
unsurprised that Johnny was playing the nai ve fool. He changed his mode to
incredulous.

“Soyou’'regoing todoit?

“I’m going to have to,” shrugging miserably and flexing her lips.
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“Well excuse mefor saying so, but for someonewho’ sjust been asked to bear
a possessed child, you don’t seem too worried by it.”

Unmoved by his words, she left her eyes where they were, fixed on the
rippling waves, following the paths of imaginary skimming stones.

“1"ve known about it for awhile. It’s not newsto me. | just wasn’t sureif it
was real.”

“What?’

“Just like your dreams told you what to do, mine told me what | would have
todo.”

“When?’

“All the time. Ever since this started.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?’

“I couldn’t. | was warned not to. And | wasn’t completely sure.”

“How could you not be sure?”

She closed her eyes, and opened them again.

“All | saw was you fucking me, and him standing over us.”

The crudeness of her language smacked himin the cheek, and he was forced
to re-gather histhoughts. The wind whistled mischievously in his ears.

“So how did you make out that he wanted a child from that?”

“Therewasother stuff. I just put two and two together. | wasright, wasn't 1?7’

“Soyou’'regoing todoit?

“1’ve no choice.”

“Of courseyou do.”

“No | fuckingdon’t, alright? All you haveto do isgive up ten minutes of your
time, and you’ re through. | have nine months. And then what do | do with it? |
don’'t want a baby. Do you think I’m looking forward to this? My life will be
fucked from now on. Am | likely to go through withitif | thought for one second
that there was any way out?”’

She retained her composure throughout, never raising her voice above a
comfortablelevel, or allowing any emotion to shine through. Johnny was deeply
alarmed.

“No. I’'m sorry.”

“Don’'t be. There’' s nothing you can do.”

She plunged her hands viciously through her open overcoat into the pockets
of her jeans, and swivelled on thethick layer of stones. Looking for all theworld
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like an upset child. Johnny felt his heart sinking, realising that with each passing
moment, he was helping her less and less. In his desperation, he battled against
giving up, lowering his voice.

“Have you thought everything through?’

“What do you mean?”

“If you go through with it, what are you going to do?”’

Their toneswere hushed, seemingly echoed by the lapping waves mere metres
from where they stood.

“With the baby?’

“Yes.

“l don’t know. | can’'t keep it, not when...”

She turned to him, catching his eyes, begging him to finish the sentence
mentally and save her from completing it. Her eyes had taken on adull greyness.

“1 know.”

“There'sall thisother shit aswell. College, work, my parents. | can’t get my
head around it.”

“When are you finished here?’

“The end of June.”

“And when... is he taking about doing this?’

For the first time, Johnny actually realised his brief role in the upcoming
drama. What he would have to do, and who he would haveto do it with. After the
initial split-second excitement, he saw the larger surrounding pi cture, and felt
acidic bilein histhroat.

“1 don’t know. Soon.”

He returned his assets to the immediate dilemma, actually negotiating around
this ridicul ous suggestion.

“Is there any way you could stay over here until it’s over, and not say
anything?’

“For nine months?”’

“Yeah.”

“1"ve thought about that. But I’ ve only got ajob until July. And it’ stoo risky
to be on my own in that flat, especially towards the end.”

“Y ou can always get another job. And I’ m part of thistoo. I’ d come back over
for the last month or two.”
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In equal parts, a selfless and a selfish offer. And he knew it. He wanted to
help her, he wanted to be more than the person who clocked in ten minutes
compared to her eternity. And he al so wanted to be theloving husband, returning
from work each day in a gorgeous Swiss town, to wait hand and foot on his
beautiful, heavily pregnant wife. After it wasall over, therewouldn’t even be any
baby to look after—hewould get to enjoy his bastardised projection of apregnant
partner, without the lifetime of nuisancethat invariably followed. But shedidn’t
appear to be playing ball —her eyebrows lifted, and atiny sneer sneaked across
her lips.

“Y ou want to play Daddy?’

How thefuck did she manageto read him, and call him out? He hastily fought
the panic.

“No, that’sfucking stupid. I’'m involved in thistoo, and I’ || do anything I can
to help. How do you think I'd feel, lying at home, knowing you were doing all
this on your own?”’

“Maybe | could go to one of the girlsin Germany.”

“And what if they say something back home, and word gets around?’

“They wouldn’t.”

“Doyouwant torisk it?’

Silence, and alowering of her eyebrows.

“Look, if you want to keep this quiet, you're better off staying here. I'm
finished collegein May, | can take out aloan, come over here, get some stupid
job, and help look after you.”

She seemed to be giving in to him, breathing deeply, considering what he was
offering. He was processing it himself, and branding it no more insane than
anything else he had been subjected to lately.

“| suppose it makes sense.”

“Well, it’s an option for you to consider.”

He crunched acrossthe stones, and took her arm, linking it to hisown. Staring
straight ahead, she didn’t appear to mind. But after a few silent seconds, she
became disturbed by his closeness, and shook herself gently free, turning noisily
on the shore.

“1’m going back.”

“Already?’

“What good is standing here going to do?’
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twenty-two

They walked quickly back up the softly steeping hill, turning into the estate, and
downto theend. Johnny probed her carefully, earning himself apromisethat she
would at least seriously consider hisoffer. Whenever she got her head straight.
She couldn'’t tell her parents, that was one definite conclusion reached. Even if
they learned that the father was arespectable, unmarried Swiss businessman, and
his brief relationship with Claire had ended before she had discovered that she
was expecting, they would not believe that she had felt disgraced in her family’s
eyes, secretly borne the child, and put it up for adoption. They were the kind of
family who helped each other, and there were no secrets. At least not until
recently. She meekly conceded that perhapstherisk involved would betoo great,
even if she did swear her very best friendsin Germany to secrecy. It meant
physically avoiding all of the girls, at |east while she would be showing a
significant changein size. Maybe she could get all thevisitsout of theway inthe
first couple of months, and then invent a second part-time job, or some other
bullshit reason to cry off any proposed meetings later in the year. Johnny
marvelled at just how efficiently shewastrawling through these points. Especially
considering what she was being asked to do.

The silently intruding man was eerily still standing in the same position in
front of her wardrobe when they padded timidly back into the bedroom. There
appeared to be something approaching concern sprawled across his features.
Claire and Johnny sat on the bed once more, noticeably, in the black-haredman's
eyes, closer together than before. When he spoke, his voice matched his
appearance perfectly.

“| trust that you now understand a little bit more about our situation?”

No answer, but arather intense glare from the boy. Playing the protective
hero, no doubt. He had foreseen such a misguided reaction.

“Well, I’'m surethat you’ reflowing with questions, so I’ || open the floor once
more.”

“You are serious about this?’

“Deadly.”

“And what if wedon't...do it?’
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“Believe me, | do hope that it won’t come to that. But if you remain
stubbornly refusing, | will have no other option. Rather than explainit, | can offer
you a graphical representation.”

He blinked, and Johnny gasped deeply as he was pulled away at speed from
the warm bedroom. He was tumbling in a hugeshimmering cone, likethe interior
of atornado, the very eye of the storm. The wavy, solid walls around him were
coloured orange and purple alternatively. Therewas no sound. As each new wave
rose up to greet him, he was sucked in and out of moving images, each one
already familiar to him. Black-eyed mechanical figurines of hisfriends hacking
away at the bleeding body of the girl somewhere beside him. A bright-eyed
midget slashing viciously at a semi-naked girl in asunlit alleyway. Thrashing
waters spewing foam, as an unseen force held the same girl underwater in a
shallow stone fountain. And anew picture—agirl wearing the clothesthat Claire
was wearing today, frozen in position on the main road by the railway station,
trees overhead swaying and laughing, egging on the heavy orange dump truck that
hurtled towards her. He shuddered powerfully, shutting hiseyesasher limp body
bounced elastically off thetruck, falling beneath the wheels. Thefront of thetruck
bounced lightly asit passed over her, bones cracking brightly like twigs underfoot
inaforest. Therear wheelsbarely left the ground. The colourful tornado pressed
on, dropping Johnny heavily back into his body, his eyes popping open as he
gagged for breath. The old man looked directly at him with mildly reprimanding
eyes. Claire was making similar adjustments to her breathing on the bed beside
him.

“And that, my friends, isaloose visual promise of what will happen if you do
not help me. Rather than threaten you personally, | place the consequence of the
other’slife on your shoulders. Statistically just as effective, believe me.”

Both Claire and Johnny weresstill breathing quickly, their pulsesreturning to
normal.

“Naturally, that’ sthe dark side of this particular moon. If you do assist me, |
will of course reward you. A much better proposition, | think you’ll find.”

“Assist you.”

“Yes, my boy, assst me. | need thisyoung woman to bear achild for me, and
| need you to impregnate her. Not to put too fine apoint on it, but | can hardly
fuck her myself, now can 1?7’
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Thefirst display of crude language from the mild-mannered old man in the
overcoat, but therelaxed context and tone | eft it unlogged by amacabrely curious
Johnny.

“How does that work?’

“Very simple. Once the egg isfertilised, it isaliving thing, but without the
capacity tothink for itself, or torefuse me. All | need isapass, so to speak, and |
can enjoy a warm amniotic home for nine months.”

“A pass?’

“Yes, awilling acceptance to allow mein. No resistance from the mother.”

“How could she resist?”’

“Claire cannot resist. Only those who unconsciously resist by not being
receptive to spiritual probes can prevent this happening.”

“Wait a minute, do you mean that anyone who hears you can have their baby
possessed?”

“Intheory, yes. But there are restrictions—after two weeks, the foetus begins
to develop its central nervous system, which means it beginsto develop itsown
brain. | cannot willingly possess any such entity without prior communications
withit. Sotherefore, | haveto get to my host within thefirst two weeks. And have
you any idea of the likelihood of me finding a suitably receptive mother, still
within the first two weeks of pregnancy? It is much easier thisway.”

“Y ou mean this has been done before?”’

“Ohyes. Many times. Y ou are by no means the first.”

Claire had not spoken since they had resumed their summit in the warm
bedroom. She cleared her throat by swallowing slowly.

“What do you want me to do with the baby?’

“That’ s entirely up to you. | would naturally prefer asolid, happy homelife,
but | cannot expect or ask of you any more than to bear thischild. If youwish to
giveit up for adoption, by all means. | really won’t know any difference for a
couple of years—1'll simply be an infant.”

Johnny’ s curiosity was now rampant, over-riding all else temporarily.

“Will you know who you are?’

“What do you mean?”’

“Will you know that you were a human once before, and that you’ ve done
this?’
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“Of course not. I'll be asimpering child. Thereisevery chance that | will
retain some knowledge, to be remembered at alater age, perhaps. If | wasto
directly possess somebody, say you for example, without foetal development, |
would replace your mental traits with my own. But not this way.”

An inquisitive flame flickered in Johnny’s mind, sending smoky shots of
possible hope to his mouth. He held on to the thought, offering instead a
throwaway comment while he worked internally, turning over the mental
suggestion.

“So why do you want to be born again, if you’ re not going to remember who
you were?”’

“Believe you me, it’s afar moreinteresting prospect than the other options
lying ahead.”

Johnny wasn't fooling the kind-faced man with his crafted face of interest.
His eyes gave away the distraction, the fact that his mind wastemporarily
elsewhere. The old man gambled, and his horse came home with furlongs to
spare.

“Andjust in caseeither of you are contempl ating terminating thefoetus oncel
have taken up residence, | wouldn’t. The likely end product of such stupidity is
that | would cross over to the nearest available host—the expectant mother. And
you don’t want that, right?’

Itwasabravelie, but yielded great fruits. The anguished ook of horror onthe
foolish boy’ s face was priceless. How does he know what I’ m thinking? | don’t,
you moron, | just got lucky. It was all he could do to prevent himself from
smiling; the moment demanded that he stay firm and serious. The girl looked
genuinely surprised—it hadn’t crossed her mind, then. And Einstein mustn’t have
shared it with her.

Thislast setback hit Johnny harder than any of the previous smacks. For the
first time, he actually believed that he and Claire were going to have to do this.
Therewere no more clauses, no more rays of opportunity around it, nonethat he
coul d see. The old man had asked Claire how she proposed to carry out his
request, how sheforecasted navigating the difficultiesthat undoubtedly faced her.
Once again, apologising for the scale of the upheaval, assuring her that he
understood and appreciated the magnitude, and promising to help her, and her
assistant. She wastalking slowly and quietly, repeating more or less exactly what
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she had been discussing with Johnny alittle earlier. Johnny moved hiseyesfrom
the old manto her, fixing his stare on a red blushing patch at the base of her neck.
He shivered with an unrecognisable emotion as his mind’ s eye offered a
projection of the physical act he would be asked to undertake in the not-too-
distant future. In perfectly symmetrical parts, he was excited and horrified.

He wasn’t listening to them, hearing only sounds and not words. If they had
something of importance to share with him, they would turn to him, he was sure
of that. He felt an indignant twinge as he stumbled upon the realisation that the
old man was engaging in more depth with Claire than Johnny himself. And then
he remembered the theoretical extent of hisinvolvement, and savagely accepted
it. His eyes skirted between the two conversing. Claire’ s expression did not
change, and indeed hadn’t since they had returned from the lake shore. She still
bore the heavy sad lethargy, devoid of any of the surprise and disbelief that still
arched over Johnny’s eyes. The old man nodded gravely, histhin lips jumping
into slight smile at scattered intervals. He was fiercely happy with the girl’s
attitude — almost workmanlike. She faced the impending events head-on,
efficiently arranging and rearranging to make room for him and his plans. She had
long since accepted. Which was more than could be said for theboy. Who, when
all was said and done, was being asked to do little more than get laid with this
extremely attractive young lady. Asshole. Given half the opportunity, he would
have fucking jumped at it.

Johnny lost all track of time asthe others spokeinwordshewasn’t listening
for. The curtains on the windows at the end of the room had not been drawn, and
it was dark outside. Nobody had moved to switch on alight or lamp in the
bedroom, so all three sat inthe black sticky heat. Hefelt tired, unsure of whether
or not he had drifted off to sleep. That would have looked great, he thought
angrily. But quickly conceded that the other two probably hadn’t even glanced his
way once. Claire moved on the bed, shaking Johnny’s mind with the effect. The
old man was rubbing his hands together. She turned to ook at Johnny, the
expression on her face hidden by darkness. Her eyes gave nothing away.

“l amintwo mindsasto whichisthe more suitable procedure—to offer you
further time to discuss among yourselves, or to get directly down to the brass

153



tacks, so to speak. We have, of course, decided to go ahead with this, haven’t
we?’

Hewaslooking at Claire, at not at Johnny. He sadly contemplated hisdiminishing
importance compared to hers, before flushing it away with righteous guilt.

“Well, do we press on, or shall | leave you to your own devices?’

Johnny hoped that he wasn’t being asked to make the decision.

“1 don’t know, maybe you want to talk about it some more, alone?”’

Awkward, awkward silence.

“Well? What’ sit going to be?’

Claire cleared her throat, to Johnny’s overwhelming relief. He had a slight
|eaning towards asking the persistent old man to fuck off, ashe was offering. But
seeing as Claire had the balls to decide for them, whatever she came upon was
fine by him.

“Give me another night.”

Me? What about us? More burning disappointment for Johnny.

“Certainly. | don’t mean to rush things, you realise, but | do have aclock, and
itismoving at pace. And you also have aclock of sorts—wecan'’t just do thisany
old time.”

Fuck your clock, thought Johnny, and fuck you. Fuck it all.

“Shall we say tomorrow?”

Claire nodded.

“Any particular time? After you are finished at the school ?”

“1 have ahalf day. | don’t know if I’ll goin.”

How the fuck could she go to school when faced with this? Oh, at lunch
break, | have to go home to screw this guy, and a ghost is going to possess our
baby. It got more ridiculous by the second.

“Then we'll say two, just to be sure.”

Johnny stewed silently, nolonger grateful at having all these decisions made
for him. Even hisinterest in observing exactly how the bastard spirit left them that
evening was sold short —he simply walked out the door, like any normal person
would have.
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twenty-three

He pulled the sleeping bag tighter ar ound historso, shivering asthefreezing metal
zipper brushed gleefully off the small patch of exposed skin above hiship. In
retaliation, he stretched hisfaded Zig and Zag T-shirt down over hisboxer shorts,
shielding therest of hisgullible warm body from the cruel cold. The sleeping bag
wasone of Claire’ sthat he had taken from her room, hisown lay underneath him.
Her distant fragrance remained in the deep warmth of the bag, which he had
unzipped, and wrapped himself in. The couch was no more comfortable than it
had been the night before, and once again he weighed up the pros and cons of
relocating to thefloor. Hetwisted and turned, with no desireto sleep, but wanting
to find areasonably decent posture in which to lie and wonder. It had been the
single most fucked up passage of events he had known in hisnineteen years. Now
it was over, and the rest began.

The night before, he and Claire had been left alone, and Johnny’s
deteriorating mood left him unable to drum up theinterest or the concernto go
any deeper into what she had shared with the ridiculous old man. However, he
acknowledged the filtering courtesy which her change in manner had drawn in
him. She seemed unhappily occupied, busying herself by attempting to understand
more and more, restraining her mind from peering forward into the worrying
future that lay ahead. Wordlessly begging Johnny to join her, to neglect their
respective stagnant nodes. Nodesthat refused to consider their situation seriously,
to honestly contemplate what it wasthey were preparing to do. Johnny obliged
her. His mood lifted when she virtually accepted his offer to come back over to
help her out towards the end.

He already knew the answers to most of the gentle questions that he posed
her, but it seemed like agood ideato keep her talking.

“Why isthere such arush?’

“Like he said, thereisaclock. There' s only a certain number of days per
month when | am ready.”
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His days spent giggling at the back of Mrs. French’sfirst year Biology
seemed light years away. And yet she seemed more at ease and relaxed than
Fretty French had ever been. Even given her current predicament.

“Tomorrow?’

She nodded, closing her eyes.

“l guessit’ll be worseif we put it off.”

He did not see her point, but agreed non the less.

“And whenis he, you know...”

“Sometime during the week, | suppose. Before two weeks are up.”

“How do you feel now?”

She paused, asif to stop and consider how she actually did feel.

“I"'m alright. | don’t want to do it, but | know there’ s no point fighting. Y ou
know how serious heis. So I'm just trying to find ways to get away with it.”

“Get away with it?’

“Yeah. I’'m not worried about myself. | can probably do it, it’s only nine
months. | just don’t want anybody else to know about it.”

“So you’'re more or less ok withit?’

“Moreor less.”

As much as he listened to her, and the professional manner in which she was
tackling what they had learnt, Johnny could not reach a similar stance. He had
absorbed the disgust and apprehension that she had displayed on the |ake shore,
and indeed had been displaying ever since he had got to this fucking place. He
saw what hewas being asked to do, and |abelled it clearly insane. Y et hisrole was
tiny compared to hers. And here she stood, accepting that it was already a done
deed, that all her concerns now centred around getting away with it. It was as
weird asfuck. But still, arrowing past the efficiency of her planning, hewassure
that her original fears and worries remained. And rather than pull her up on the
absence of such human projections, he continued to walk with her, sharing in her
miserable strategy discussions.

“And how is he going to help you?”’

“Tell him what you want, he'll tell you if he can do it.”
“How can he do that if he’s... inside you?’

“Y ou haveto tell him before.”

“What are you going to ask for?”
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“Theonly thing | want isfor thisto be over.”
She shrugged slowly, her eyes never leaving the carpet. Johnny quickly
concluded that he wouldn’t be asking for anything either.

He had slept on the couch that evening, hissleep intruded by bizarre dreams,
of which he remembered nothing when he woke. It was bright outside, and
Claire’ s bedroom door was open. She had left a brief note on the kitchen
sideboard for him—* Johnny, I’ ve gone to work. Back at one.” Asgood a
distraction as any, he figured. He would have extreme difficulty in passing his
morning with a similar distraction, but when it came down to it, he had fuck all
upcoming stresses to be distracted from. He slept some more, having angrily
determined that she had taken the front door key with her, essentially confining
him to the house until shereturned. At half past ten, he ran back into the kitchen,
retreating crestfallen when the back door yielded no key whatsoever. There was
nothing of interest on the small portabletelevision, her musical tastes extended
little further than aselection of colourful chart compilations, and he had exhausted
the small pile of women’ smagazinesin no time. He buttered some toast, brewed
coffee, and settled back onto the lumpy couchwith aCarl Hiaasen novel that he'd
found on top of the refrigerator.

She arrived home shortly after one, and declined Johnny’ s offer to get her
something to eat. In return, he didn’t ask her how her morning had gone. They
spoke very little—she busied herself in her bedroom, in the bathroom, and finally
in the kitchen. Johnny continued to read, before taking her keys, and announcing
that he was going for a short walk. She didn’t need to remind him to be back
before two. He made his way quickly into town, his twisting insides a mash of
confused emotions. By the time he had returned, it was seconds past two. She
called to him from the bedroom in a broken voice. She wasn’t alone.

Johnny automatically switched himself off asthe gravel-faced old man and
Claire, now bundled in a navy cotton dressing gown, lying tightly on her bed,
sifted through the technical detailsin short, tepid sentences. He heard random
words, things about home testing kits and fertility, but he pushed them from his
ears. His only interest was getting in, getting the job done, and getting rid of the
third party member. After an indeterminable time, the old man left, offering
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Johnny the same encouraging smile that he had left Claire with. The girl had
dropped her eyesto her bosom, the boy snarled with his eyes. Big deal, he
wouldn’t need him again in fifteen minutes time.

“He'sleaving, right?’

“He might be back.”

“What? | don’t want that thing watching!”

“Why, because that’d make it weird? What difference does it make? Y ou
won't be ableto see him.”

“Why?’

“Because he won’t assume any form. So you won’t know whether he’ sthere
or not. Does it really make much a difference?”

Johnny felt like arguing the point —why exactly did the fucker have to be
there? - but there was something about her impatience, and the superior tone of
her voice that scared the shit out of him.

“Look, let’sjust get this over. No bullshitting around, just do it.”

He struggled mentally for seconds before arriving at what exactly she meant.
She was already hiking her pants down over her knees, her thumbsin the
waistband. Black, soft underwear, not sky blue. She placed them on the small
dresser beside her bed, and stretched her dressing gown down asfar asit would
go. Inacloudy, sweet-smelling daze, Johnny began toinch histan trousers down.
She looked at him, frowning.

“There’s no need for that.”

He quickly pulled the scraping trousers back up, feeling hotly embarrassed
and useless at the same time. What the fuck was he supposed to do?

“Comeon.”

Again, impatience and annoyance. Why was she doing it all right, and he
making all the mistakes? He sidled sadly over to the bed, cautiously, for fear of
doing something elseincorrectly. She made no attempt to help him, or to soothe
him. This was not the way it was supposed to be.

It was warm, painful. Despite her bullshit, business-like approach, she was
physically reluctant, clamping her cool inner thighstightly together. The dressing-
gown remained in place, hampering his view completely, and reducing his
approach to blind navigation. She was forced to assist him, and assist him
savagely, grabbing him roughly. Her armsreturned to remain strapped across her
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chest, her eyes closed. He placed hisarms on either side of her, well away from
any part of her, feeling them astaut asevery other musclein hisbody. Hewould
not be enjoying himself. On two separate occasions, he fought hard to keep the
vomit in histhroat. Her face beneath him remained expressionless, defiantly
ignoring all that was going on. He searched desperately for the presence of the
spiritintheroom, asif to find the one missing piece which would make thisthe
funniest jigsaw of all, onethat he could laugh at instead of screaming at. Hefelt a
chill on his back, and opened his eyes to hope that maybe she had moved her
handsto accept him in her reconsidered embrace. But still shelay motionless, her
breathing not noticeably altered. The chill in Johnny’ s back spread, reaching out
through his chest, moving upwards and downwards. An unseen rash coated his
skin as the cold front pushed up into his skull, and down into his groin. He felt
relief, more comfort than he had felt in minutes, pushing his hands into the
mattress. Her eyes opened, wide and bright, and she exhal ed sharply through her
mouth. The cold seeped slowly away from Johnny, leaving in its place darting
pains. Her eyes clamped shut, her lips moved rhythmically without making a
sound. Shunning hisusual staminaconcerns, Johnny finished just asquickly ashe
could. His arms gave way, and he fell slowly onto her. Crushing her arms and
chest with his own beating trunk. She moved her hands to place them on his
shoulders, and pushed him viciously off her, rolling him onto the other side of her
bed.

“Get the fuck off mel!!”

She levered herself off the bed minutes later, and walked heavily into the
bathroom, without aword to him. Heremained in afrail knot, shocked and sorry.
What was wrong with her? What had he done wrong? She was the onewilling to
do this—he had been trying to deter her. And somehow he ends up with the shitty
end of the stick, the blamed end. Shedidn’t even come back into tell him that she
was leaving — he just heard her scoop the bundle of keys from the living room
table, and thefront door closing behind her. He wasthe oneleft feeling violated.
Hewasthe onewho had bent over backwards, trying to soothe, accommodate and
reassure her, only to haveit harshly thrown back into hisface. Johnny lay quietly
on the bed, sore and strangely exhausted, his muscles still tense and tight.
Wanting desperately to believe the chirpy young man inside, who wastelling him
that Claire, inall fairness, was not acting out of character at such an obscene and
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awkward moment. He wanted to soak in the righteous guilt, and to reprimand
himself back into the understanding Johnny, willing to offer her the benefit of his
doubt. Then again, he was beginning to lose track of the amount of times he had
searched purposely for the justifiance of her moods, and adjusted himself to
operate alongside her. No, maybeit was her turnto rise above. Hisvulnerability
was fermenting itself into a deep, dark stubbornness.

She was gone for about an hour or so, and on her return, asked meekly if he
wanted to go for adrink. There was an odd pleading in her eyes, at odds with the
semi-playful smirk on her mouth. A brave face, thought Johnny to himself. Her
cheeks were tainted pink by the cold, and she had pulled her hair into a clumsy
ponytail at the back of her neck. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to drink, to speak
about what wasfast approaching unspeakable whilst under the stuttering influence
of alcohol. But at |east she wasn’t shunning him, or angrily finding fault, or
pushing him away. They walked briskly through the freezing late afternoon air,
making for the pub in which they had first met. The talkative barman from
Newcastle wasn’t working, so Johnny ordered two pintsin German from a
serious-looking young man. Claire had moved across into the first booth and
removed her coat.

“That was weird.”

Shewore what he presumed to be afal se smile, her disposition wasfar from
the one that had shoved him roughly from the soft comfort of her arms. He went
with her.

“Yeah.”

“1I’m sorry about, whatever.”

“That’s alright.”

He paused, wanting his face to display the requisite concern.

“How are you feeling?’

“I'm fine. You?’

He was taken aback by her dismissal, but followed.

“A bit weird. | don’t know.”

She answered him with the first true smile he had seen her offer, in the
strangest circumstance.

“Itisfucked up. But it’s over.”
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“Over? It’sonly just started. And even at that assuming that it...worked.”

“It worked alright.”

“How do you know already?’

“1 just know.”

She added a pinch of grim wisdom to the bubbling cauldron on her face.

“Anyway, your part isover. You don’t have to worry any more.”

“That’s bullshit. | said I’d help you.”

“Yeah, and | appreciateit. But | still have six months on my own before you
can do anything.”

“l thought you were aright with it?”’

“That was before. | am, but...”

“I"m sorry.”

“Yeah.”

They drank in silence, with Johnny looking up every now and then, failing to
catch her eye. She seemed to be completely preoccupied. He asked, to keep her
talking.

“What are you thinking about?’

“When have you to go back?”

Not what he had been expecting. He hadn’t even considered it since he had
arrived.

“Shit, tomorrow evening, actually.”

She grimaced.

“You see, | don't really want to be on my own for the first few days.”

He was sipping from his pint, so she could afford to pause briefly, knowing
that he would not have the time to spew forth the heroic gesture that was
undoubtedly festering in his mind.

“And I’ve been thinking —if | can’t get home to see my family until after it,
I’d like to get to see them now.”

It was enough to pull ahalt on Johnny’s heroics.

“What do you mean?”’

“1 might go back with you tomorrow, stay at home for alittle while.”

It sounded absurd to him, but then again he was being forced to deal with a
hundred flashing pictures, of himself, of Claire, of the two of them, Susan, his
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friends, and an old man in an overcoat. No more absurd than anything else
currently on his plate.

“Areyou serious?’

“Yes. I’d kinda appreciate having someone to talk about it aswell. And it’s
not asif there’sanyone else | can talk to.”

Those pleading eyes once more, with alittle something extra mixed in. He
couldn’t label it. He didn’t need to; heloved it.

“Sure.”

“But I’d need your help with something.”

“What isit?’

“1 can’t find my open return ticket. I’ ve got about a hundred and twenty francs
in theflat, but | don’t get paid until the end of each month. I'd need asmall loan,
just until we get home.”

Hewaslucky in the sense that he had spent fuck all, besidesthe hotel room,
and the train ticket.

“No problem. | should have more than enough.”

“Excellent.”

Another genuine smile, and she reached across to kiss him on the cheek. He
could feel the minor elation in her lips. He shivered, dazed at her first act of
tenderness.
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twenty-four

Therewas a part of him that had wanted to be alone as he was |eaving Brient. He
wanted to befreeto wordlessly soak in thelast few details, still bitterly angry at
himself for somehow |eaving his cameraback home. All he could do was stand on
the small grey platform at the railway station, breathing great gulps of lakeside
air, hoping that the stinging pine-drenched effluence would remain locked away in
the pockets of hislungs, availableto him on request, with the ability to trigger the
digital imagesthat he was fervently downloading. Everything stood to attention
before him, giving him amilitary style send-off. The foamy chop on the crust of
each wave in the lake. The tall swaying trees on both visible shores. The low-
lying cloudswhich playfully hid the soaring tips of the mountains, bordering the
lakereliably. Fiddling withthe straps of the small bag that she had hastily packed,
Claire did not seem to be holding similar court with the polite natural officers.
M aybe she was used to them, seeing as she had spent acoupl e of months out here.
Johnny had been loosely following thetrajection of thebright red trainasit slidin
and out between the forests away to his right. With a happy blast on its gentle
horn, it swerved slowly around the last bend, and wheeled itself down into the
station. In the dull early afternoon chill, Johnny felt his heart sink.

He said very little asthey pulled away, instead focusing his attention on the
fact that hewas set to return in the summer, for all the wrong reasons. Shetoo was
quiet, interrupting histhoughtsonly to announce shewasgoing to search for the
bar. He sipped mindlessly on the bottled beer that she returned to offer, and turned
himself mentally back to her, again puzzled by the range of emotions on her
features. She was doing better than he was.

“What did the school say?’

“Not much. | just showed up, turned on the tears, told them | had to go home
for afamily matter. Whichisn't atotal lie.”

She was calmer than she had ever been in his presence.

“How long did they give you?’

“1 said a couple of days, and that I'd ring if | needed more. The kids aren’t
back until this day week anyway, they’re just doing administrative stuff now.”

“At least they’re not firing you.”
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“Uh, no.”

“What’ s the story with maternity leave?’

“1 don’t know.”

“You didn't ask?’

“No, it’stoo much for now. I'll ask when | get back.”

Having changed trains in Lucerne, and used the thirty minute changeover to
grab some cold food, they located the bar carriage once more, and picked up
wherethey had | eft off with beer. Johnny became acutely aware of theloosening
of their respective tongues, and fought to hold back on asking the boiling
questions that had formed in his head while she banged away in the bathroom,
with him prone and in shock on the warm double bed.

“Y ou seem alot better, alot happier.”

“What's doneis done. There’'s no point dwelling on it.”

“Sure, but the next part isn’t done.”

He was reluctant to remind her of the upcoming months, seeing as she was
smiling so much, and catching his eye with awarm glint every few minutes. Her
cheeks had adopted a pi nkish glow, the kind he sometimes fell foul of when on
the piss.

“1 know. I'll deal with that when | haveto.”

Sure enough, her eyesfell, and Johnny kicked himself viciously. But he still
had more questions. He wanted to ask about where she was going to place the
child for adoption, if she would use her real name, but perhaps they were
questionsfor alater date. Maybefor when she and he sat snugly in her garageflat,
mere weeks away from the birth. For the time being, he settled for some less
probing queries.

“How isthat freak going to enter you if you're at home?”

Shetilted her head, considering.

“1 presume he can still contact methere. If not, I'll be back here before two
weeks are up anyway.”

“So you haven't seen the end of him yet.”

“l guess not.”

When they reached Zurich, he made straight for ticket sales, fretting silently
about the likelihood of there not being any free seats on his evening flight. His
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tongue was thick as he addressed the woman behind the desk, and he calculated
quickly just howmerry hewas. To hisrelief, there were ample seatsremaining on
the 1940 flight to Dublin, and such wasthe meagre difference between single and
return tickets, he chosethelatter. A nicethingto do, hefigured. Maybe he could
tell her to forget about paying him back until he came over in the summer.
Perhaps she could buy histicket for him. Although on reflection, he could do with
the money. He' d work something out when they got home. She thanked him
profusely for his generosity, but intoned firmly that there had been no need to
waste the extramoney on areturnticket. Hedidn't care. Shewas smiling ruefully
at him, seemingly happier by the hour, so he was happy.

They checked injust as soon as the desks had opened, and moved through the
departure area to the bar. Johnny was truly enjoying the strange experience of
being drunk in aforeign place—just like had had been in the hotel room in Brient.
They ordered plates of toasted cheese, ham and onion sandwiches, complemented
by crisp strips of bacon flavoured corn. The blushing patch on her cheeks had
spread, covering the distance from her lips to her eyes. She was rambling
carelessly, both in speech and in movement, leaving him on his own whilst she
explored some nameless part of the airport, and returning to talk at length about
her dreams, how she loved flying, and the superior quality of the beersthey had
guzzled on thetrain. Johnny waslargely amused by her energy, and advised her to
get drunk more often, if thiswasits usual effect on her demeanour. She agreed
heartily.

The welcoming air hostess, waiting at the front entrance to the 737 jet,
smirked in away that Johnny found indignantly patronising. What he didn’t see
was hisown bloodshot eyes, or the warm haze that had spread across his cheeks,
matching himself to Claire in any observer’s eyes. The flight was by no means
full, and after the doors had closed, Johnny released his seat buckle, and moved
stealthily back three rows, into the vacant seat beside Claire. Her eyes were
closed, and opened only when he brushed against her as he shoved his jacket
between them. She spoke in alazy, cracked manner.

“1 thought your seat was up there?’

“It was, but there’ s no-one sitting here, so | moved.”

“Cool.”
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At least shedidn’t sigh and lament her privacy. She had said something about
wanting to have somebody to talk with, hadn’t she? So here he was. She
interrupted his thoughts.

“| feel like shit.”

“Metoo.”

“l don’t know if | can drink any more.”

“Me neither.”

“Do they have anything else to drink?’

“I’d say so. They’ll probably come around in awhile.”

He silently reprimanded himself for forgetting to pick up some hard boiled
sweets to suck asthe aeroplane ascended. And settled reluctantly for a series of
strong swallows to counteract the ferocious build-up of pressurein his ears.

“So how well do you know Susan?’

“Not that well, really.”

It wasthefirst time she had asked about the extent of hisrelationship with her
sister. Two weeks ago, he may well have smiled coyly, and muttered something
about not knowing her as much ashe’d like to. Now, in the dreamlike haze of all
that had recently happened, he found himself miles from the Johnny who had
fawned over his ex-band’ s new vocalist. Considering exactly what he donein
Brient, and what he was offering to do over the coming months, he had bigger fish
to concern himself with. Or rather older fish.

“Did you guys go out?”’

Not once outside Johnny’s mind.

“No. Weonly got talking when she needed some lyrics and stuff for the band.
| was the old singer.”

A wise manin Dolan’ s had warned him one evening that thiswas possibly the
sole explanation behind Susan’ svolcanic surge of interest in Johnny. The bastard
had been right.

“1 wonder how that guy is doing.”

“Robbie?’

“Yeah.”

He had practically forgotten all about the miserable circumstancesinwhich he
had left Claire’ s sister behind. Again, he manoeuvred himself clear of actually
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considering the medical prowess of the injured motorcyclist; he was speaking
metaphorically of the mental unhappiness of the girl instead.

“1 hope he' s doing better.”

Claire murmured her accordance, and rolled her eyes happily as the unseen
flame-haired stewardess behind her began taking drinks orders.

“Did you ever talk about weird shit with Susan?’

“You mean like all this?”’

“No, no, not this. Other stuff.”

Other stuff such asdigital images of agirl performing at agig that had never
happened, wearing aT-shirt that Johnny himself had only just designed? Or Susan
passing on information regarding Claire dreaming about Johnny in Brient, while
he was reeling from dreaming about an unidentified girl’s demise in the same
|akesidetown? He slurped nosily from aminiature can of 7-Up ashe considered.

“Not really.”

“So she didn’t say anything about our uncle to you?”

“Your uncle? No.”

He performed a precautionary sweep on his memory, returning an empty
search on any important references to Susan’ s family, present company already
having being moved to a more accessible file storage area.

“Well, it’ s kinda fucked up.”

“Goon.”

He was intrigued, eager to not pass up thisopportunity to learn alittle more.
Come to think of it, she had always been atiny bit distant, so whatever
information he could prise from her half-drunk sister might well go some way
towards explaining her sitting.

“Very few people know about this, so it’s not to go any further, alright?’

“Sure.”

Now she had his complete focus.

“We used to go on family holidays to Port Ard, it’s asmall touristy kinda
fishing village.”

“1 know it.”

“Every now and then, we'd invite a couple of our relations along — uncles,
aunts, cousins, whatever. One year, we had Uncle Steve with us. He was pretty
cool, used to play with uskids all the time. | wastwelve at this stage, and Susan
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would have been eleven. Two days beforewel eft, Susan went missing, and Uncle
Steve went missing. Sheturned up, crying on the beach, and wouldn’t tell uswhat
happened.”

She paused to swallow amouthful of Coke, observing the creep of abhorrence
on Johnny’s face. Something bad was coming.

“They pulled his body out of the harbour later that evening. He had never
been able to swim, he drowned.”

Another pause. Johnny was allocating effectively all of hissympathy timeto
this family —to one member or another.

“Shit, I’'m sorry.”

“Yeah, well, he was a good guy.”

“What happened?’

“The official story was that he slipped, and fell into the canal part of the
harbour. But later on, we got it out of Susan that she had seen it happen. That she
had seen him fall in, and hadn’t helped. My parents said it was the shock, or
something. But | didn’t believe her, and | still don’t.”

“Why not?’

“Because she never liked Uncle Steve as much as | did.”

“Why?’

“1 don’t know. But she was always finding fault with him, asking me why |
spent so much timewith him. Shewasjust aweird little bitch that summer. And |
think she pushed him.”

“What?’

“1 don’t think he fell. He wasn’t stupid, he knew he couldn’t swim. So why
would herisk falling in? Why would she be so upset about him drowning if she
didn’t care about him in the first place?”’

“That is serious shit. Did you ever ask her?’

“Of course| did. But she denied it, saying that he fell, and that she couldn’t
move to help him. How could she move to sit crying on the beach then?”

“Wow.”

“I know.”

Another pause, interrupted by the sounds of duty-freebottlesclinking over the
humming engines.

“I"m sorry, | shouldn’t be telling you this.”

Johnny wasn'’t sure how to respond. No, go on, | want to hear more.
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“It’ sjust that any time | hear people going on about her, | think of this. She’'s
my sister, and | love her, but | have amajor hair up my ass over this.”

“Have you asked her about it recently?”

“It'sbeen six or seven years, | guess. | don’t know how to bring it up again.”

Hewhistled through histeeth ashe exhaled, alittle louder than he would have
ordered.

“Look, I’m sorry, | shouldn’t have said anything. I’ m tired, drunk, and my
head is fucked up completely. Please don’t say anything about this to anybody.
It’s supposed to be kept in the family.”

“l won't.”

“Can we just change the subject, please. I’ ve already said too much.”

Shestretched back in the seat, raising her closed eyesto the ceiling, reclining
inamanner that suggested sleep. Johnny struggled momentarily with the concept
of changing the subject. Here he was, barely twenty four hours after supposedly
impregnating thisalarming girl, promising to returnin six monthsto ook after her
until she gave birth to their possessed child, which would then be given up for
secret adoption. And now she weaves atale involving her sister, asachild,
involved in some unconfirmed way with the untimely death of their popular uncle,
and he wasn’t allowed to talk about either subject? Whilst his mouth switched
efficiently to auto-pilot, conversing at length about nothing at all, his mind was
absolutely and categorically in two different places.
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twenty-five

In hishasteto organise Claire ssafe delivery homefrom Switzerland, Johnny had
neglected to double-check all the necessary details concerning hisown journey.
By thetimethetwo tired travellers had madetheir way past baggage reclaim and
through customs, it was eight-thirty. Even the most psychotic taxi driver could not
get them back into the city intimeto catch thelast bus home. Hewasfuriouswith
himself for overlooking this, and held back on informing Claire until he had
systematically exhausted all the immediate options available to him. Asit
happened, one of Stan’s college flatmates had cut short his holidaysin order to
finish off some assignment, and loudly offered Johnny and his guest the use of
one of the many free rooms. Stan himself had vowed not to return until he
absolutely and positively had to, but Johnny rang hisflat, just in case. He had
already spent anumber of blurred nights on the couch at 12 Guigean Square, and
wason good drinking termswith Daly, who automatically suggested that Johnny
pick up some canson hisway over. Hereturned to Claire with asheepish look on
hisface, and owned up to his miscal culation, silently pleased at the prospect of
spending one more night with her.

They took ataxi into the city, getting out at the off licence just down from
Guigean Square. Johnny moaned about the loss he had made on changing his
francs back into punts, and picked up some cheap wine for himself, and six cans
of Carlsberg. Claire meekly whispered that she had forgotten to change any of her
money, so Johnny handed over atwenty pound note, scolding her playfully for
cleaning him out. He had shaken off the numb sleepiness that the beer had
brought on, and found himself feeling energetic, and eager to see through the
latest complication that he had successfully navigated around. On the other hand,
Claire seemed alittle jaded, and smiled wearily as Johnny proposed that it was
going to be another long night. He pondered internally asthey walked along the
wet street, wondering how exactly to introduce Claire, so asnot to allow Daly to
cometo any false conclusions. Quickly, he decided against saying anything at all,
finding that he himself would have no complaints whatsoever if Daly wasto fall
upon the only natural conclusion.
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Daly was on hisown in the house, and welcomed his guests into the warmth
of the huge living room. Empty vodka bottles adorned the mantel piece over the
boarded fire, and the walls were decorated sparsely with giant movie posters.
After her initial weariness, Claire seemed to find her second wind, and offered
just as many sharp comments asthe others, moving quickly from the last hour of
Fletch Livesto a selection of episodes of The Fast Showthat Daly produced. The
beer supply depleted itself at an alarming rate, enough to prompt Daly into
proposing afurther trip to the off licence, before it closed at eleven. Claire
surprised Johnny by announcing that she had had enough, and was going to call it
anight, if that was ok with their host. Daly practically fell over himself in his
desire to he hospitable, and offered her the least smelly of the six rooms—
ashamedly not his own. She said her goodnights, postponing any thoughts of
buses or trains until themorning. Johnny walked back into the villagewith Daly,
struggling once more with the explanation that Daly demanded.

“What the fuck are you doing with a girl like that?”’

His eyes, cheeks and speech burned with an eager drunken cheer.

“1 don’t know!”

“Areyou doing her?’

Y es, and no. Only when a spirit tells me to. Only when we need to make a
baby for him to possess. Other than that, not really.

“No, not yet.”

“How do you know her?’

A window of truth appeared.

“1 met her while | was in Switzerland, just so happened that she was coming
home on the same flight. Her sister isin my old band.”

“What the fuck were you doing in Switzerland?’

Where did he go now? Football? Concert?

“l wasjust over visiting a couple of mates. Met her at the airport on the way
back.”

“l wasn’t sure whether or not you were together.”

“Not yet. Giveit time.”

The mock-arrogance playing on his face was contrasting fiercely with the
sinking feeling in hisstomach. Sure, in acouple of monthstime, he and shewould
be together. But under the most ludicrous fucking circumstances possible.
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They stocked up on extremely cheap imported beer, and sat up well into the
morning. Johnny was constantly tweaked by the knowledge that she was asleep
mere metres away from where he lay sprawled in an armchair. Hislast night with
her for sometime, and it hurt. The ebullient Daly would not allow any more than
the odd second of self-pitying that Johnny could snatch in between slurred
recounts of major sessionsin the house, around the house, and about the house.
Johnny tired of these anecdotes, and willingly submitted to the heavy sleep that
was threatening to take him. His host remained glued toMallratsuntil its close,
before stumbling noisily from the room, towards his bed.

The next morning, Johnny felt sticky and shitty, more so than he had any
morning in Brient, with the possible exception of his hungover breakfast in the
hotel. The smell of stale beer hung dully intheair, and the floor was strewn with
empty cans. Hetidied the placeto the best of hisslow abilities, the noise he was
making obviously sufficient to either waken Claire, or alert her to the fact that
somebody el se was up and about. Her face had taken on a strange roughness, and
her hair remained loosely knotted around her shoulders. She spokein adry,
rasping drone.

“What timeisit?’

“Ten”.

“What time are we going at?’

“Whenever you want to. There' sabus at eleven, and atrain at quarter past.”

“Fuck the bus. Can we get the train?”’

“Sure. Areyou ok?”’

“No, I'm as sick as shit.”

It’ stoo early for morning sickness, thought Johnny to himself. Fuck, it’sonly
been two days.

“There might be something in the bathroom. I’ll have alook.”

Hefound some mild painkillers, and some Alka-Seltzer, and brought them to
her, along with a glass of cold water. Minutes later, he was poking his head
around Daly’ s door, waking his hungover host to thank him for his hospitality.
Unlike othersin the past who had lamented his departure, and insisted that he
hang around for the hair of their communal dog, Ddy was more than happy to
grunt goodbye, and retreat back into his pillow. Unhappy with the weathered
reflection the bathroom mirror had offered him, Johnny held open the sturdy

172



wooden door for Claire, stepping on the carpet of ignored junk mail, and bracing
himself against another chilly morning.

Hismouth wasthick and dry, and his head still throbbed with theremainsof a
hangover. Therefore he summoned no silently disappointed complaints when
Claire announced that she was going to try to sleep on the train. It afforded him
the opportunity to rest his eyes, and to calm the swell of visions that were
gathering in hiseyes. Hismind wasn’t clear enough to sift efficiently through the
brain storm, but he managed to retain a portion of the disbelief that such aslide
show should command. Hefelt aslight rush of panic as he clocked himself failing
to divert himself completely, but fawned it off with the promise that he would
review all that had gone onin Brient just as soon as he had regained full control of
his senses. She began to snore in a most unladylike fashion in the window seat
directly opposite him. Hiseyes skirted across her body, foolishly searching for a
determinable change in the size of her belly. Two fucking days, asshole. He
mentally enhanced her image, attempting to predict what she would look likein
six monthstime. Managing to resist the voicesin his head, suggesting that he tug
lightly at her cream sweater, to simulate the effect of a swollen stomach. He
stepped outside himself, and observed exactly what it was he was thinking. How
ridiculousit had been, and would continueto be. He shuddered uncontrollably as
agoods train shot by the window.

At the station, he gave himself over to the horrible awkwardness that had been
brewing ever since he had woken from apatchy sleep, hiseyes never leaving her
strange sleeping face until she too rose from slumber.

“Areyou going that way?’

She lived in the opposite direction to him, taking the railway station as a
reference point.

“Sorry?”’

“Areyou going straight home now?”’

“Yeah.”

Cold silence, and then the train screamed sullenly away. He had long since
decided that offering to walk her home would be certainly received with the
diminished enthusiasm he feared. This was goodbye, for now.

“I’ll seeyou later, then.”
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She seemed to be struggling with the questionable weight of the moment, her
eyes darting about the concrete platform, the station porter with histrolley of
parcels, anywhere as long as she avoided catching Johnny’ s face.

“Right.”

“Ring me if you want to talk, or anything.”

“Thanks.”

Sheturned on her heel, and walked through the marble entrance arch, pulling
open the door of the last remaining taxi. Johnny remained on the platform until
the cab had pulled off, and taken her safely out of sight.

As he stamped miserably along the deserted freezing streets, herealised that
he was going to be bombarded with detailed, well-meaning questions from his
family just as soon as he stepped through the door. He checked his bag for any
trace of flight numbers—thankful that he had not checked it in as anything more
than hand luggage. His maps and travel paraphernalia had been crushed down the
bottom, left there until he could remove them in complete seclusion. He cursed
himself for forgetting to pick up anything in the duty free, anything at all that he
could have passed off as small gifts for his parents and sisters. Detouring past
Cromford Gardens, he made hisway to the petrol station, and gathered up avast
array of chocolate bars and sweets, asking for apaper bagin lieu of the station’s
own plastic efforts—the folded brown paper bag managed to hold at least the
smallest amount of mystique asto its point of origin. Knowing that their giftshad
travelled from aforeign land was usually moreimportant in hissisters’ eyesthan
theactual quality of the offerings. Upon reaching hishome, hedelighted briefly in
the fact that the car was gone from their drive, doubling his happiness when a
sleepy Anninformed him at the door that both their parents had gone shopping.
He handed her his hastily compiled bag of sweets, receiving a half-hearted hugfor
histroubles. She padded into the kitchen, and divided the contents of the bag into
four equal piles, lamenting loudly the fact that there weren’t any unique or
different pieces of confection, or at least none that couldn’t be found in the shop
down theroad. Johnny gave himself over to a sudden flash of remembrance, and
pulled open his bag, groping inside until he found what he was looking for.

“Here, fussy.”

Hethrew over the two packets of crispsthat he hadn’t eaten thefirst night in
Brient. She marvelled quietly at the new and exciting colours, revelling in her
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authentic pieces of foreign merchandise. Johnny debated quickly over whether or
not the German inscriptions on the bagswould alert his parentsto the possibility
that maybe he hadn’t just been in London, but he comforted himself with the
invention of W.H. Smith’s vast selection of imported snack foods.

Niamh needlessly intercepted her falsely forecasted scolding of |aziness,
citing the fact that she had but two days of her holidays left to enjoy as reason
enough to stay in bed well into the afternoon. Asit was, she brought good news,
news of his parents’ absence until early evening at the very least. And she
inadvertently reminded Johnny where everybody el se had thought he’ d travelled
to by asking how London had been.

“Not bad. Cold, wet.”

She had already lost interest, but he was ploughing fervently ahead, plotting
the lies and reviews of hismid-winter break in London with two fictional ex-
classmates. He remembered the complication involving Susan and football
matches, his friends and a concert, and wondered how he was going to explain
himself. What was Claire going to say? Would he be mentioned at al|? Wasn't it
all abit obvious, with Claire returning home just as soon as Johnny visits her in
Switzerland? His body matched his brain in terms of pain and sticky heat, and he
elected to take along shower. As he peeled off his clothesin the bathroom, his
unshaven reflection sombre and serious, his mind wandered backwards, to the
over heated bedroom in Brient. Standing sadly and naked in front of themirror, he
asked himself for an explanation. Histired soul was accepting blame, for
everything and anything. Even the shower head seemed to be in accordance, as
the steaming water held itself back, giving Johnny all the room he needed to
thrash himself clean.

An hour later, with fresh clothes on and alight feed in his stomach, it didn’t
seem so bad. Helay on hisbed, eyesfocused on nothing in particular, too tired to
put on some music to drown out the happy squeal s of hisyoungest sister and her
friendsin the sitting room. As always, with acalmed mind, he bunched each and
every one of the niggling questionsinto aball, and tore viciously at each
individual querying strand as they made themselves known. He was happy with
the sketchily detailed report he could give about London. If Susan asked about the
football match, he was going to confuse her, by saying that the game itself wasn’t
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on until March, and that his intention had been merely to purchase aticket. As
long ashot as ever mentioning that he was planning to travel to Switzerland inthe
first place, just to watch afootball match, but it was the best he could come up
with. Atleast it left him freeto havebeeninLondonintimefor the secret gig that
supposedly took place, the event of which hisfriendswould be expecting areport.
His covering storieswere by no meansfaultless, and he experienced sharp flights
of guilt as his mind entertained the faces of those he would be lying to, but he
cheered himself with the mournful conclusion that the truth was a certifiable no-
no.

His mind ducked and dived, pulling itself back from ajaded haze every now
and then to flirt with one of the many tearful conclusions Johnny was calling up.
Claire’ sunhappy face was never far away, her features pulling relentlessly at his
heartstrings, just as her sister had done. As his stomach had leapt happily at the
mere mention of Susan’s name, he found himself submitting to the painful ache
that awaited thoughts of Claire. The S.S. Susan had sailed long ago—to a bedside
vigil in St. Brigid's, beside an injured monkey motorcyclist. What of Claire's
ship? Could she conceivably be interested in Johnny? Would she have had
anything to do with him, outside of their ridiculous tryst? Then again, as he
bitterly surmised, without the intervention of other forces, he would never have
dreamt of her, he would never have travelled to Brient, and he would never have
shared with her. A horrible, insistent bell at the front of his brain jangled
defiantly, warning him that despite whatever appreciation she may show for
Johnny and his desireto look after her in the summer, she was morethan likely
going to sever any connectionsthey had just as soon asthe birth had passed. Why
would she want him as a constant reminder? She hadn’t let him in to any great
extent so far, why should it be any different in the future? He told himsel f that the
strength of his painful feelingsfor her had everything to do with her, and nothing
whatsoever to do with the horrible physical union they had suffered. With that, he
too felt cheated. With her facelooking on, it did not feel like he had doneit. He
was blocking it from hismind, refusing to believe that he had any recollection of
it happening. Rather than deal with the sickening reality of just how awful it had
been. What should, in all normal terms, have been the single hugest and happiest
achievement of hisyears, was now turning his stomach as a scratched memory.
He projected himself asahappy drunk in Dolan’s, living aslightly different story,
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boasting to hisfriendsthat he had bedded one of the most truly beautiful women
in the town. Pointing proudly to one of those passport photo strips, with four
depictions of he and Claire, in varying embraces, wringing the maximum
affection from their last few hours at Zurich airport. At least until Johnny came
back over at Easter, when they would oncemore walk hand in hand through their
favourite place on earth. Stepping back to compute just how far hewasfromthis
promised land, he sadly concluded that he would have been better off having
never met her. Even if he had travelled to Brient, and she had not been the other
person involved, if she had rejected even the most subtle of his advanceswith a
stinging slap to his cheek, it would have been better. Instead, now, he was, and
would continueto be, forced to share her life, to remainin contact, to t ravel back
to spend hissummer caring for her, tending to her with reluctant force, knowing
that the time she rated less than he did would soon be coming to an end. She had
no interest in him. No more so that a fucking mid-wife.
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twenty-six

He surprised himself by managing to get a couple of hours sleep during the
afternoon, woken only by Niamh when she displayed her biannual show of good
nature, offering to make dinner, and thumping on Johnny’ sbedroom door to ask if
hewould be joini ng them. Despite himself, his stomach watered as she reeled of f
her proposed menu —chicken fgjitas and fried potatoes, and he groggily advised
that she put him down for two helpings. Ann’sfriends had | eft, so herelocated to
the sitting room, leaving the door slightly ajar, so asto warmly receive thefirst
waftings from the clattering kitchen. There was nothing of any interest on the
telly, so he challenged Ann on Crash Bandicoot. As sheran up amildly superior
score, he cursed himself for the hours spent on FIFA and Tomb Raider, leaving
himself thus open to an evening of gloating. Having frowned at himself in this
fashion, he quickly remembered the nasty home truths that he was avoiding, and
suddenly became hugely grateful to the excited ball of energy on the floor, her
hands wrapped around a joypad, celebrating loudly as the orange fox on screen
leapt successfully across a stake-filled gorge.

Hethoroughly enjoyed hismeal, not even registering the slightest reprimand
when Niamh outlined the deviousr eason for her helpful preparation of food. One
of her friends— one Johnny had ashamedly held lustful thoughts for whenever
they had crossed hisinebriated path, was cel ebrating the absence of her parents by
holding asmall party for her closest associates that evening. Which meant nagons
of vodkaall around, and an open invitation to any of the cooler guysthey could
get their handson. It could easily be disguised as an innocent slumber party affair,
for parental discretional purposes, but having been asixteen year old himself not
so long ago, Johnny managed to call the event with an alarming accuracy. Niamh
quickly played down the scale of the evening, alleging that there probably
wouldn’t beany boysthereat all. Still appreciative of the brief holiday avay from
having to consider once more the dark side, Johnny promised to say nothing to
worry their parents, that they and they alone could decide her fate, whenever they
returned home.
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His parents returned shortly before seven, and were immediately, and
tactlessly, bombarded by their eldest daughter, asking to stay over at Amy’ sthat
night. With thisminor distraction, coupled with their own extremetiredness, there
was little more than polite interest in how Johnny had gotten on in London. He
sensed their moods, and held back on his lies, offering merely aframework of
happenings, one that could possibly be patched over whenever required. His
father moaned about having to drive back across town to the Dunne’s place, and
decided that hewas going to get i t out of the way —if Niamh wanted alift, she had
to beready inten minutes. Sheran to her room, quietly lamenting the unfairness
of it al, thankful that she had spent her afternoon productively selecting her outfit.
Rather than do arush job on her makeup, she bundled her cosmeticsinto a bag,
aiming to use the timein Amy’s before the others arrived to fix herself up. In
contrast, Johnny was enjoying the lazy pace of hisearly evening, focusing only on
the James Bond movie, and nothing else. He had missed the opening credits, and
wasn’t that bothered about even calling for the T.V. listings, or checking the
teletext for themovie' stitle. By therelative youth of Sean Connery, and thewarm
tropical setting, he was almost surethat it wasDr. No he wasglued to once more.
The phone rang, and he listened out for the sound of the kitchen door opening,
hence relieving him of any secretarial duties. He scowled in annoyance as his
mother called hisname, and pulled open the sitting room door, eager to efficiently
dispatch whoever it was before Ursula Andress made her appearance.

“Hello?’

“Johnny, it'sme.”

“Susan?’

Hegenuinely wasn’t sureif herecognised her voice. Shedidn’t sound likethe
worried, distracted telephone girl who had helped him negotiate his way to
Switzerland the week before. Thistime, she sounded like she had asolid agenda.

“Yeah.”

“Hey, how are you?’

“Fine. How was Switzerland?’

Something began clanging in a childish way inside his head. Uh-oh. She has
asked about it too soon for hisliking. Let’s dispense with the smalltalk bullshit,
and grab a hold of the situational balls.

“Great, cool. Have you been talking to Claire?’
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He' d give her the rope. If she wanted to pull it tight around his neck, the
opportunity was now hers. Nervously, nervously.

“No, not really. She just said that you met up on Wednesday.”

Hefought back the urgeto breath heavily inrelief. With the mouthpiece held
to hislips, what would it have sounded like at the other end, in her ear? What
would she take from it?

“Yeah, that’sright.”

“What did you get up to?’

Holy fuck, she knew. What had Claire said? How deep was he thusinvolved
in her sister’s eyes? Why didn’t she just come out and ask? His voice was
amazingly left distorted by the nerves that jangled his every other muscle.

“Not much, really. How’syour... man doing?’

Changing the subject, slowly and unsuspiciously seemed like an excellent
way to buy some time. If she had atrue bullet point plan to adhere to with this
phonecall, she would return to it, there was little he could do about it. But for
now, even with MonkeyBoy’ s name ablank in hismind, he passed the onus back
down theline.

“Better. He' s out of the coma, he should be out of hospital within aweek.”

“Good, good.”

Fervently striving to locate areason t o prolong the altered subject matter, but
failing. She regained full, frightening control.

“1 just wanted to ask you about Claire.”

“Sure.”

“Was she acting weird over there at all?”’

No weirder than | could have expected, given her circumstances, he thought
to himself, feeling the cold and the panic, but steadying his voice.

“How do you mean?’

“l don’t know. Just strange.”

“1 wouldn’t say so, no. Then again, | don’t know what she’'slike ordinarily.”

That was good - asolid, flippant, off the cuff remark. But where the fuck was
she going with this? He had forgotten all about Ursula Andress.

“She just seems abit weird, that’s all. | mean, for starters, she comes back
home, after only going over aweek ago.”
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“| supposethat’sodd. Why, what elseisweird? Why did she decide to come
home?’

Another probing question. He suddenly wasn’t scared any more. He had
reached the point where he was so sure of being rumbled and discovered, he
couldn’t harbour any worry. No hope equals no fear.

“Shejust said that she had some extratime off, the school wasn’t reopening
for another couple of days.”

“Right.”

“She’s being really dismissive, and quiet. And she looks like shit.”

“Really?

He had noticed, but was reluctant to accept it.

“Yeah. And all of asudden she can drive?’

“Sorry?’

“ She mentioned nothing at Christmas about having learnt to drive.”

“gpP

“ She took my mother’ s car out this afternoon. There was no-one elsein the
house besides me. When | asked her about it, she said that one of the teachersin
her school had given her afew lessons.”

“Well there you go.”

“How come she didn’t mention it at Christmas, then?’

“1 don’t know.”

“Look, | don’t know what happened, or even if shetold you, but if you know
anything, just fucking tell me.”

He raised himself indignantly at the strength and tone of her language, but
lowered back down with the superior comfort of knowing morethan shedid. This
was not the way to ask him. Not the way to butter him up.

“I"m sorry if she’ sacting alittle strangely, but she didn’t seem too affected
when | was over there. | don’t really know what’ s wrong with her.”

Therewasalong sighin hisear.

“What was she like over there? Did you meet any of her friends? What did
you two talk about?’

“1 didn’t meet any of her friends. She didn’t seem to geton with the teachers
all that well. We just talked about the town, college, you, whatever.”

“What did she say about me?’
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“Not much.”

He was simultaneously trying to find something of valueto recount to Susan,
something to guide her away from the true difficulties. He could only talk about
her injured boyfriend for so long.

“Come on. What were you talking about me for?”

He weighed the pros against the cons, agonising over whether or not blurting
that he knew of the family secret would get him off this not i nconsiderable hook.

“ She told me about your uncle.”

He wasn’t sureif the deathly silence could be gauged as having elicited a
favourabl e response. Probably not. Probably alittletoo strong. Still, thefocushad
moved.

“Which uncle?’

Her voice had fallento awhisper, having abandoned the force and menace of
earlier questions. Johnny chalked down a small victory.

“The one who drowned on holidays.”

A tiny gulp, and alargeintake of air. He pictured her lungs. He pictured her
naked, her face on her sister’sbody. He flexed hisracquet, bouncing loosely on
his side of the court.

“What did she tell you?’

“That he drowned. That he couldn’t swim. That you and him disappeared, and
you were found on the beach.”

More silence, so he continued. There was a part of him registering exactly
how seriousthiswas, how fucking horrible he was being to her. But right now, it
wasgrill, or begrilled. Sink or swim. Hewasn’t enjoying doing thisto her, but he
had enjoyed even less her getting very near to doing it to him.

“That you said you saw him fall, but you couldn’t help him.”

Another strange sound in his ear, and a barely audible whisper.

“What did you say?’

Shecleared her throat gently and repeated herself in aweak, lifeless question.

“How does she know that?”’

“What?’

“How does she know that?”’

“How do you mean?’
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Susan’ svoicewas still afearful whisper, rasping playfully inthe earpiece, in
tonesthat Johnny could havelistened to for hours. If only the words had not been
so harsh.

“She was never told.”

He stepped away from whatever it was that had been occupying histhoughts,
finding himself truly intrigued.

“ About what?’

“About me. The beach, me seeing him fall in.”

“But didn’t she see it?”’

More puzzlement, and more industrial, whispered lethargy in his ear.

“No. She was off with my cousins that day.”

“Well then someone told her.”

“Nobody told her. My parents were the only ones who knew about me.”

“They told her, then.”

“No. They made me swear to never tell, and they never would.”

“Why would they do that?’

She held herself, breathing slowly, unaware of Johnny festering at the other
end.

“Why would your parents keep a secret of the fact that you couldn’t save your
uncle from drowning?”’

No answer.

“He was your father’s brother, or your mother’s, so why all the secrecy?”

Asthesilence welcomed hiswords, the end of Claire’ stale on the aeroplane
swept back into his conscious. He suddenly understood everything about Susan’s
reluctance to explain the mechanics behind her family holiday secret. Hewould
never stumble upon t he exact reason for hisnext brutal utterance, yet carriedit out
with the air of a detached professional.

“Did you push him?’

The petrified choke was enough to convince him. All he needed now werethe
filling details. Claire had been right. Her sisterwasachild assassin. And here she
was, ringing Johnny, interrupting Dr. No to ask if he thought Claire was weird?
Theirony practically commanded a smile from him.
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When she spoke again, her low voice shivered, devoid of the comely chill that
had endeared itself to her interrogator.

“What makes you say that?’

“ Something she said.”

“What exactly?’

“That she believed you had pushed him, because you didn’t like him as much
asshedid.”

“What else?’

“That she hadn’t mentioned it in awhile, but wanted to.”

“Johnny, shenever mentioned it. We never spoke about it because she never
knew about it.”

These last words were punctuated with a desperate quiver.

“Well how the fuck can she tell me about it if she never knew about it
herself?”

“1 don’t know, | don’t know.”

He stopped himself, adjusting hisvoiceto match hers. The readdressing of the
question seemed to demand it of him.

“Did you push him?’

Surprisingly, shedidn’t check, or break stride. He could feel her hanging her
head.

“Yes.

“Why?’

“Because he did things to me.”

Immediately, he knew where she was headed. His cheeksfilled with prickly
colour, and he battled to make an understanding noise, to save her from having to
gointo painful detail. All that came out was an embarrassed squawk, not enough
to stem the tide.

“He ... just did bad things. Alright?’

With one word, she was pleading him to jump in, to not pass up the
opportunity to stop her, just like he had fucked up the last one.

“Yeah. | get you.”

She thanked him with another huge sigh.

“That’swhy | pushed him. | was eleven, | don’t know, | just saw red. Nobody
saw it, | made sure.”
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“Fuck. I’'m sorry. | don’t know what to say.”

Except an angry, bubbling hidden part of him wanted to loudly berate her
fucked up family, and to curse her and her sister for ever bringing himintoit. But
more than this, more than the surprisingly undisturbed way in which he was
processing this new grave devel opment — although what could possibly be
deemed as surprising after what he had just been through — he clocked his heart
melting once more in pity for the renewing object of his affections.

In hushed tones, perforated by suitably sounded understandings by Johnny,
she explained the surrounding events. It was true that she had been found crying
on the beach, telling the nice el derly couple who approached her that she had seen
her unclefall into the sea canal, and been too scared to help him. She was taken
back to her parent’ srented holiday home, where her father had consoled her, and
thanked the concerned couple, who ambled off to contact the police. Inthetimeit
took the policeto arrive from the nearest large town, Susan had spilled her little
heart, breaking her father’ sin the process. It was his brother-in-law; hiswife had
gone with Claire and his nieces to a neighbouring beach. Susan’ sfather relayed
the story to the policein theformat she had presented to the elderly couple, with
no mention of her involvement aside from her frozen watch, which was attributed
to shock by the senior policeman. In truth, Susan had collapsed crying on the
beach through mental exhaustion, well aware of the difference between right and
wrong, but having carefully weighed her wrong against his. Her father coached
her carefully against telling the policemen anything more than she had told the old
people on the beach. Thefact that Susan had pushed smiling Uncle Steveinto the
salt water canal would remain atight, brooding secret. Aswould her motive, her
reasoning behind her actions.

“How did you manage to push him?”

“He wasn't expecting it.”

“What did your mother say?’

“ She was more worried about me. It was my father’ sideato keep it between
the three of us. She agreed, and so did I.”

“So who else knows?’

“Nobody. I’'m telling you.”

“How does Claire know then?’

“l don't know.”
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Susan now sounded drained. Johnny too buckled momentarily under the
weight of these new words.

“When did she tell you about it?”

“On the aeroplane. We were a bit drunk, | guess her tongue was loose.”

He stopped himself short once more, wanting to share the elation he had felt
as Claire had finally opened herself up to him. Pissed, merry, and willing to talk
after what they had just done.

“1 don’t understand. How does she know?”

“Areyou sure that nobody else knows?’

“Positive. There was me and my parents, that’sall. And | supposehe knows,
wherever heis.”

“Come again?’

“1 guess he knows, if it happened to him.”

“Who?’

“Him. Our uncle.”

Johnny let out a prolonged agreeance, masking the furious pace of hisbrain.
His head shook involuntarily, and a sharp pain ringed histemples. He moved
through situations and great slabs of information at abreathtaking stride. Hefelt
the same push he had been inspired by as once before he had struggled to piece
together the puzzle left for him by aconfusing old man from hisdreams. A push
moving him. Towards ridiculous conclusions and theories. She was speaking
again, more quietly incredulous questions, but he wasn't listening. His inner
cal culations wereinsisting on maximum attention. And still he struggled. Pieces
of data flew past like extraneous limbs. She looks like shit. She had looked like
shit ever since. She was weird and distant. As far as he was concerned, she had
been weird and distant before, and happily talkativeafter. She had spokento him
at length on a subject that she supposedly knew nothing of, also after. The only
people who knew were Susan, her parents, and him. Hewas dead, he had drowned
years before, therefore had no human form, and was a spirit. One capabl e of
mental interference, and desiring another shot at living? A niece and her uncle,
blood relatives, no direct approach allowed. A prolonged physical contact —
nothing more prolonged than sexual penetration, right? She had not been the same
since, for better or worse. And now her sister wanted to know why shewasacting
so strangely? It was aludicrous notion, onethat presented itself completely out of
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breath, yet somehow, intheimmediate climate, instantly believable. Honest and
true, coloured plastic blocks. He switched slowly back from cal culative mode,
suddenly aware that shewaswaiting for answer of somekind. The strangest thing
was, he could see himself telling her it all.

“Listen, is she there now?’

“No, she’ s gone out for dinner with my parents. Even that’s not like her.”

“Who elseisthere?

“Nobody. My other sister is gone to some house party.”

He had never even considered the possibility of hisyounger sister and hers
being friendly. Another time, it may havetickled hisattention. Now, it passed him
by completely.

“Right. I’m coming over, there’'s something | want to talk about.”

“What?’

“I'll explain when | get there.”

“Hold on, what do you want to explain?| thought you didn’t know anything.”

“1 might know, I’m not sure.”

“You might know? What the fuck?”’

“Just listen to me. I’ [l be over in ten minutes.”
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twenty-seven

With his mother’ s shrilled advice concerning the lack of visible lights on his
sister’ smountain bikestill ringing in hisears, Johnny pedalled fiercely around the
side of the house. His cheeks stinging as great fronds of evergreen trees
mischievously deposited freezing water on his face, his hands sunken in colour
from pink to white, with his over-worked knuckles, wrapping around the
handlebar grips, bright red in comparison. It was another cold night, and he could
feel theiciclessettling in hislungs as he breathed deeply. Thethick wheelsalmost
skidded out from underneath him, skating undecidedly on a patch of black icejust
outside Griffin’s. It was enough to curb his haste, and he slackened off the pace,
making time to keep an eye out for any such obstacles on his path.

As he cycled, he churned and mixed the leaping fragments in his mind. His
heart pained loudly, reminding itself of Susan’ sdesperately whispered account of
her holiday in Port Ard. And while he enjoyed a warm blanket of trust and deep
bond in considering the enormity of what she had just revealed to him, he
conceded willingly that had he not been the one to raise the subject matter from
the sea bed, he would still know no more. He would not be able to knowingly
attribute her current mannerisms and personality glitches to those summer
afternoon events. He graciously accepted that of course she was going to pick a
nothing MonkeyBoy as her lover—she had been twisted, like asapling shaped by
harsh winds. Hewondered if MonkeyBoy even knew. Perhaps Johnny could don
hisrighteous cape, and become The Consol er once more, offering to her thekind
of understanding shoulder that she probably didn’t even know existed. Maybe
then she would begin to see himin adifferentlight —abrighter, warmer and fuller
ray than an inconsequential monkey could ever offer.

And yet at the same time, something inside him reeled up with the venom and
the hatred of a wronged cobra.

“Y ou stupid, braindead fucking asshole. How dare you? How the fuck can

you even think these things? Y ou know nothing. She spoke only because you
spoke. And you jump up with your amateur fucking psychology, making all these
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deductions about somebody and something you know nothing about. Help her,
don’t fucking itemise her.”

With the panicked realisation that he was being called out too many times
lately for any kind of comfort, Johnny swallowed hard, and burned. Whoever it
was, whoever was speaking, had called him correctly once again. It wasonly with
the cruel -to-be-cruel outburst that he saw and understood the disgustingly selfish
error of hisbrain. Hefelt like leaning heavily on the right hand side of the bike,
dropping hisworthlessfate into the hands of gravity, who would pass judgement
and ruthlessly crash him to the ground, bicycle on top, waiting for the
retributionary procession of heavy trucksthat were circling the roundabout just
behind him. Despite his blind and overwhelming self-hatred, and bitter
accordance with the angry voices, he couldn’t end it yet. There was something left
to be done, the reason why hewas on abikein thefirst place, hammering himsel f
with insults and shortcomings. As his theoretical findings poked his attention
gently, hismind switched patternsas quickly asaslide projector would. Gonewas
his raging self-rebuking, and in was the refreshed need to study each and every
one of theridiculous permutationsthat had drawn him to his deduction. While he
would not need afool proof, carefully measured and instantly believable account
for hisown purposes, hewould need onein order to sell hisstory to anybody el se.
And in particular, to the sister of the possessed girl.

Apart from the obvious financial benefits that he had reaped, it was the first
time that Johnny had genuinely been grateful for his teenage summer job of
delivering advertising newspapers. The long days of catcalling children, dogs
under the impression that they were worthwhile security guards, and cantankerous
old women who complained if their freesheetsweren't pushed all theway through
their unoiled, unmaintained and unnegotiable |etter boxes, had afforded him a
sizeable working knowledge of the layout of most estatesin the town. He learnt
little or nothing regarding the actual inhabitants of the houses, but became
familiar with such detail s as where the three-hundreds began and ended, or which
side of the street increased in integer value, and which side decreased. All of
which became extremely useful when attempting to navigate his way around the
sprawling eight-hundred house metropolisthat was Ash Valley. Assuch, hewas
able to zoom confidently past the first, second and third entrances, turning in at

189



the fourth, knowing that ashort trek along Ash Valley Drivewould lead to aturn
onto Ash Valley Court. His early morning scour through the phonebook in
December had not just returned Susan’ s phone number, but al so the confirmation
that she lived at number twenty-two, Ash Valley Court.

He turned in the gate of number twenty-two, raising one leg back over the
cross-bar as he slowed to a halt, brushing against the small blue car in the
driveway. The frame of the bike objected noisily to being thrown against the hard
dash of the garage sidewall. He pulled across the sliding door, reaching into the
porch for the doorbell button, and depressed it. The chimes clattered somewhere
along the hall that he assumed led away from the door. No other sounds to
accompany them however, no doors opening, or feet beating aregular pattern on
thefloor. Hetried again, cocking hisearsmoreaertly. Still no movement. Where
thefuck was she? Hadn't hetold her he’ d be over in ten minutes? He checked his
watch, and leaned away from the door, needlessly making sure that he was at the
right house.

Therewere lights on behind the door, and behind the window to hisright. He
pushed the button once more, ringing twice, but answered by silence. Not good
enough, he muttered to himself, and set off around the side of the house, passing
hissister’ schrome-painted bicycle. Even from the corner of the junction between
garage and house, he could see bright orange light streaming onto the back lawn.
There were also lights on in one of the back rooms, and the curtains were
evidently not drawn. The grass directly under the shadow of the window shone
bright green, cutting sharply to black wavings along the projected perimeter. The
garage gaveway to asmall concrete landing, which offered two doors, the second
of which appeared to lead into the house. The room directly behind the glass-
panelled wooden door was in darkness, but thin orange wires bordered what he
correctly assumed was another door, tucked away in the black background. If
there was anybody in that inner room, the one that backed onto the rear garden,
and they hadn’t heard the doorbell, surely they’ d hear him hammering on the back
door. There hadn’t been any signsof lifein the upstairsroomsat the front, and he
wasn’t seeing any being reflected down onto the well kept lawn.
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Before knocking, he skirted around the back side of the house, onto the
narrow path of shaded gravel that ran between foundations and grass, falling some
two feet short of the bright square of light that illuminated the garden. Maybe she
had a stereo on, or something. Then again, she wasn’t stupid—he had told her he
was on hisway. He inched hisway along the rough wall, his back plush with the
jagged dash, leaving great streaks of chalky white on his navy jacket. He stopped
at the edge of the windowsill, hoping to catch a glimpse of her through the
unpulled blinds, enough to allow him to abandon this cautiously intrusive piece of
espionage. There was something about creeping around outside her house that
seemed completely unacceptable, and yet he continued through with it. He was
instantly terrified - of being caught, he told himself. But why wasn’t she
answering? He had to get to her, he had to explain something. Something...shit,
yeah. Did she really want to know why her sister was acting in a strange way?
Was she under the impression that her sister wasacompletely different person?
Johnny had an explanation for her. But it’d be alittle fucking hard to offer it to
her if shedidn’t answer the damn door. He poked his head asfar ashe could dare,
using the extreme pinnacle of his eye to peer in through the blinds. A warm-
looking, cosily-coloured lounging room. Armchairs, along dresser table groaning
silently under the weight of a huge stereo system and neat, compact piles of
C.D.’s, and aselection of family photographs adorning the ochrewalls. Therewas
adoor at the opposite side of the room, on the same wall that Johnny now leaned
against. It was open. It hadn’t been when he had noticed it through the kitchen
door. So therewas somebody fucking home. She must have been asleep, and only
woken by the last clgp of the chimes. Goneto the door, found nobody there, and
assumed that whoever it was had left. How does somebody fall asleep in ten
minutesthough? Especially with aguest’ sestimated time of arrival pencilledinas
being similarly short. Stupid.

Having not moved while he considered her possible movements ever since
she had replaced the phone, Johnny was still at the corner of the large window,
deciding that returning to announce hisarrival at the front door was considerably
more polite than frightening her with an abrupt tattoo on the back door. And then
she moved back into the warm, peach-flavoured room, the swinging door alerting
Johnny to her return, allowing him to duck back out of immediate sight in good
time. Through her dark reflection in thelarger glass photograph framesangled on
the left-hand wall, he could see her body —light jeans, a T-shirt and open hooded
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top. He moved his eyes further up the wall, requiring higher hostsin order to
make out her face. There was a small printed Beatles mirror hanging in the far
corner of the room, and when she moved cautiously past, squinting carefully
through the open blindsinto the floodlit garden, Johnny could see her face. The
fear that had disappeared on the telephone returned, and dragged his thumping
heart heavily into the bowels of hisstomach. Hiseyesdoubled in size, swelling to
diameters he wasn’t confident of being able to accommodate in his sockets. It
wasn’t Susan’ sworried face he was seeing next to John, Paul, George and Ringo.
It was Claire, and she was grinning.

Hidden away in the garden darkness, he turned the corner by the kitchen door,
wanting to be sure that she could not see him. What the fuck was she doing here?
Why wasn'’t she at dinner with her parents? Where was Susan? Why was she
creeping around the house like that? Why hadn’t she answered the door? Each
individual question appeared in the physical form of auniversity professor in his
brain, nodding decisively, and tapping the folder that Johnny had prepared so
carefully only minutes beforehand. Each question answered satisfactorily. What
other possible explanation could she offer? His heart thumped at an incredible
rate, booming in his ears, demanding action of him, like the drummer beating a
rhythm for the slave rowers on amedieval ship. But what could he do? What was
Clairelikely to do to him if he persisted in announcing his presence? What was
she doing to Susan at that very moment? Would it betoo late, by the time he had
finished deliberating? Poring through the darkened door, he noticed that the
garden-facing room had been quenched of light, the orange border around the
now-shut door having been rubbed out. He had been facing in the wrong
direction, not even registering the event as the floodlit lawn behind him lost its
colour. Lost in hisown thoughts, he hadn’t seen the reflected light switch off, or
Claireleaving theroom, or heard theinner door closing. Which meant that Claire
was no longer in the room, she had returned to wherever she had been when
Johnny had called, doing whatever she had been doing when Johnny had
disturbed her. The time is now, he moaned silently. Besting the crowing voices
that mocked the very notion of him going out on an unstable limb, breaking into
somebody else’ s house on a hunch, he arranged hi s vague plan.
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The abuse continued, puncturing histhoughts as he moved stealthily towards
the kitchen door.

Sure, break down the door, and save the day, hero.

The bottom glass panel was only inches above the keyhole. If he could break
the glass, all he had to do was reach in and turn the key. Provided it was still in
the lock.

Take your time, hero. You don’t want to rush things.

He looked around for something to break the pane with. Television had told
him that there was away to break glass silently, butwrapping afist-sized rock in
the sleeve of hisjacket was the best he could muster.

Go on, break and enter. You do it all, hero.

The voices were falling over themselves in sarcastic glee. He struck the
bottom panel once, with restraint, testing for noise. Nothing but adull thud. The
second kitchen door was al so closed over, maybe the noise would be sufficiently
muffled. Ideally, he would crack the glass, dropping only small shards to the
unseen floor beneath, leaving him to carefully remove larger sections, creatinga
hole for his hand to reach through without smashing any sizeable slabs.

Yeah, you'll be that lucky.

He rammed the covered rock into the mid-right section of the pane, stopping
his motion as he made contact, blinking in elation as the glass cracked and
spidered without loosening any mentionabl e pieces. Heinstructed the voicesto go
fuck themselves, and dropped the rock onto hisinstep, controlling it painlessly
androllingit gently to the ground. Hisaction had elicited only adry slap, one he
was sure would not have been heard on the other side of either inner door. With
one minor achievement behind him, he set about hisnew goal of removing alarge
enough splinter without making any more noise with renewed confidence.

His best plan of action was to remove the three-inch square slab that ran
almost to the top of the panel. Therewasonly athin strip of glassaboveit, which
would be sunken in putty, and unlikely to also fall should Johnny successfully
remove the piece below it. He scraped quickly at the small bitsof glassaround his
intended goal, wincing as one bastard splinter buried itself under histhumbnail.
Within seconds, he had pulled enough small piecesfreeto allow hisindex finger
space to grab hold of the large section. En route, he sliced the tip of his finger
badly, with the resulting shake of pain only compounding hisinjury. In the
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confined, razor-sharp space, his tremble raised his digit upwards, where he
inflicted afurther cut, and then downwards, where he widened the original nick.
Hegritted histeeth, pushing hisbleeding finger through, pressing it to the back of
the glass square. His blood smeared itself in a creamy crimson soup, drops
rivering their way down towards the cracks, where they played a bizarre
waterfalled domino game.

To his pained delight, the thin slab of glass was most willing to move, and
took only afew attemptsat teasing to drag itself away from the caked putty on the
side of the panel. Tiny dusts of glassfell away asthe piece cracked free, withthe
jagged edges beneath it dyed red by Johnny’s blood. He breathed in deeply,
cradling hisaccomplishment beforelowering it to the ground. Hetook stock of his
wounded hand, sucking on the flowing finger, spitting the salty blood onto his
jacket sleeve, no longer noticing the pain. He turned back to the door, carefully
shoving through the gaping hole, keeping hisfresh, unbloodied hand well clear of
any hostile edges. He had to enter up to his elbow before he could bend hisarm
down towardsthe keyhole where, happily, the key still remained. Not confident in
his ability to quietly open alocked door with such a posture, he tugged the key
firmly from its hole, and hauled his arm back out, holding his breath in time. He
paused briefly to wipe more blood fromhishand, then placed the key in the outer
keyhole, and turned it. It clicked decidedly, and he pressed down on the silver
handle. The door groaned lowly, giving way to the tiniest of creaks as Johnny
pulled it gently open, stepping quietly up onto the linoleum-coveredkitchenfloor.

Thekitchen waswarm, and smelled of freshly-cooked bread. Therewasalsoa
hint of something spicier in the air, and aticking clock filtered through from
somewhere behind the door immediately infront of him. To hisleft, just past the
tall refrigerator, decorated with Postlt notes, fruit magnets and stickers, wasthe
second door, the one that he figured led to the room in which he’'d seen Claire.
Which meant that unless she was hiding in its darkness, she had left the room,
passed through the kitchen, through the door that Johnny now faced. He cocked
his ears, straining to hear any sound, but heard nothing over the dusty clicking of
the clock. Hisfeet made a slight peeling sound whenever helifted them from the
sticky floor, but apart from that, he was assured of hissilence. He placed hishand
on the round doorknaob, twisting it slowly, feeling but not hearing it click back
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from the socket. The door opened without noise, swinging breezily back into the
kitchen, forcing him toadjust hisfeet. The hall in front of him waslong— maybe
twelve, fifteen feet, and led up to the door at which he’d had no answer. The
overhead light was off, and alow humming yellow dropped down from a light
upstairs. To hisright, about halfway alongthe quarter-lit narrow passage, aflight
of stairs began their short climb upwards, housing a small hollow underneath
which was half-hidden by the connecting wall on which the kitchen door hung. A
telephone sat on asmall table at the far end of the hollow. He clocked afurther
two doors- at thefar end, also on theright, closed, and another, on hisimmediate
left, slightly gjar. This nearer door offered awarm glow through its cracks, and
grabbed hisimmediate attention. It seemed like a good ideato check the
downstairs rooms first—securethem, or something. Hewanted to call out Susan’s
name, to hear her answer, to hear her logical and comical excusefor not getting to
the door in good time to answer him. He could then apologisefor hisridiculously
over-the-top entrance, offer to pay for the minor damage, and then go about his
equally ridiculous business of explaining why exactly he believed Claire was
behaving so strangely. But he couldn’t call anything out. Claire wasin the house,
Susan was not answering anything, and knowing what he thought he knew, he had
every reason to feel asterrified as he did.

Heinched hisway into the hall, seeing hishands appear before him, readying
themsel ves to push open the white silent door. As he edged his body against the
door, into the room, there was a bright smashing sound, and the light blinked
instantly to more coal darkness. He stopped, standing tightly against the wall
which had lost its brief green patterned wall paper, with the closing door shutting
off most of the miserable remaining light. Therewas nothing visible through the
window he knew was on hisright, not even aglow, and the only light entering the
roomwaswhat little of the dull hall pallor hewasn’t blocking with hisframe. His
eyestried invainto adjust to the black space before him, and he quickly realised
just how badly disadvantaged he was. Whoever was in here had seen him enter,
and could probably still see himinthefaint glow of the hall light behind him. He
was completely blind, knowi ng not where anybody or anything was. Hewould be
afucking fool to go any further.

“Scared of the dark?”
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Thevoice. It was Claire’s, but more alive and energetic than he’ d ever heard
during their brief, distant liaison. He couldn’t answer. Nor could he accurately
pinpoint her position. Her tone seemed too assured to allow any such slip-ups.

“What’ s wrong, Johnny?’

He found his voice, sourced somewhere in reluctant pits of apprehension.

“Where' s Susan?’

“Susan can’t see you right now. She's otherwise engaged. What was it you
had to tell her? Maybe | can passit on.”

“1 know who you are.”

“Really.”

“You'renot Claire. You're the spirit. You’re the uncle.”

He was almost childlike in his eagerness to prove that he had solved the
mystery. To prove that he wasn't as usel ess as he now inexplicably felt. Except
this particular mystery seemed to befar from over. And there was nobody around
to congratulate him.

“You're not the stupid bastard | had you pegged for.”

“What do you want?’

Johnny kept a close ear on the waverings of Claire’ svoice, with one hand on
the barely-open door, ready to shoot back into semi-visible light if the
maddeningly confident words came any closer. She was still on the other side of
the room, maybe half-way along the wall, as far as he coul d tell.

“What do you think | want? She killed me, | kill her. An eye for an eye,
right?’

It wasn’t anything more than a confirmation of what he had suspected.

“And you gottalove the irony — Claire stands by and watches while the other
bitch shoves me in, without saying anything. Now, Clairewill be charged with the
murder of the one who murdered me. Perfect payback all around.”

“Clairedidn’t even know about it.”

“And that’s what gave it away for you, right? A minor mishap on my side.”

Rather than a desperate bait of his detractor, Johnny genuinely felt he had
already done enough to upset such plans. But the mood of the unseen girl was
unnerving him.

“Youwon't get away with it.”

A scornful laugh, still holding its position.

“No, Clairewon’t, but | will.”
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Silence, because Johnny somehow believed him.

“1 do the job, pay avisit to a pub in a nearby town, pick up some fool, fuck
him, and I’ ve got myself anew body. L eaving Claireto explain the overwhelming
evidence against her. A more than perfect acquittal of guilt, no?’

Immediately scared by the force of conviction and self-belief, Johnny
struggled to find a meaningful comeback.

“1’m here now.”

“Please. Don’t flatter yourself. I’m too prepared to allow myself to be
thwarted by little old you. How well do you know this house? Y ou won't even
enter thisroom because you don’t know thelayout. I’ ve spent the day here, and |
know my way around. Instant advantage. How do you know that poor Susan isn’t
in a bleeding heap at my feet?’

A choke of terror swelled in Johnny’ sthroat, stifling whatever words he could
have retaliated with.

“What are you going to do? Attack me? Listen for the club.”

A sharp metallic ring, as she snapped the club off concrete.

“Doyouwant toring for help? The phones are out, sadly. Do youwant to run
and get help? By thetime anybody believesand followsyou, little sister and | will
be gone in Mommy’ s car.”

Johnny felt helpless, standing dimly before thisthing, efficiently and calmly
knocking back methods of action that he wasn’t even coming up with yet.

“Then again, you could help me. Give methe use of your body for acouple of
hours, after which time | promise to hand it back. | realise that trusting me may
not be high onyour list of prioritiesat the moment, but believeyou me, | have my
sights set on abetter model than you, no offenceintended. Plus, you would get to
fuck my terrific little body one more time.”

He couldn’t determine from the ebb and flow of her voice whether or not she
was actually serious. No. No body, no moreloansof bodies. He could only croak.

“No, no way.”

A knob of impatience crept into the hidden girl’ s tone.

“Well if you’ re not going to help me, and you'’ re not going to hinder me, 1’d
appreciateitif you' d get the fuck out of my hair. Timeisof the essence. Thisisa
long timeto be goneto theladiesin arestaurant. | don’t want to haveto do you as
well, but | will if necessary.”
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More confusing sentiments, dismissing Johnny as being useless, unable to
intervene in any meaningful way. Hewas practically numb, aware of the nature of
the job he was keeping Claire from doing, and aware that he had to stop her. But
how? He was powerlessin the darkness— she was familiar with the room and his
starting position, and she had a weapon. He was blind, unarmed, and a sitting
fucking duck. Without being able to see her, or Susan, he could affect neither.
Maybe there was a torch or some candles, or even matches in the kitchen. He
sidled carefully away from the door, pulling the latched knob, and slipping back
into the slightly more cheerful hallway.

“That’sit, you fuck off with yourself. Y ou annoy me again, and I’ [l shoot
you. Didn’t I mention, | have agun as well?’

Y ou don’t, thought Johnny to himself, hearing the lie. He was reaching for
the kitchen door knob, unaware of Claire’ smovingsin theliving room, picking up
asmall cushion, and throwing it through the doorway. A movement somewherein
the understair alcove behind him seized him, and he swivelled. His defensive,
pani cked response meaning that he caught first t he full force of the titanium golf
club across his collar bone, and then the confident, reprimanding words.

“You just can’t mind your own fucking business, can you?’

The incredible pain and the sickening dry-twig snap as the bone gave way
arrived simultaneously, with his jump-started brain unable to properly digest
either. Had he been capable, he would have sworn eternal gratitude to the shock,
which shunted the pain in afatherly fashion to one side as he stumbled backwards
against aradiator. Her words had not been accounted either. Hiswide eyes caught
sight of her raising thelong thin club over her shoulder, and something screamed
at him to move. He pulled his shoulder away from the wall, suddenly aware that
his arm was behaving strangely. Great squashes of pain gripped his chest, and a
loud metal clang exploded somewhere above hisear. He scrambled to his senses,
turning to face Claire as she stepped into her third swing. By turning hisbody in
an awkward painful arc, he avoided the raining blow, whichrang soundly off the
banister. Still not registering any more than the fact that being in the way of the
silver club meant unthinkable pain, Johnny retreated back towards the door. Her
eyes screamed annoyance, and her clenched teeth | eant her asavage expression.
She had been shouting and cursing each missed swing, but Johnny was hearing
nothing more than animal noises.
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With his swaying body pressed against the front door, her fourth attempt
bounced shatteringly off the deep wood, the shaft of the club barely missing the
shoulder on Johnny’ sinjured side. The proximity was enough to call forth another
eye-watering dart of pain, which brought with it araged clarity. Using his
uninjured arm, he lashed across as she recoiled, grabbing the handle of the club
with a speed that caught her off guard. With her two hands gripping tightly, she
was more than a match for his one-armed spoil, but it was enough to draw her
attention momentarily. In a split second movement, he released the club, drew
back hisarm, and smashed hisfisted hand into her face, catching her fully across
her nose. She buckled under theforce, her head jerking backwards, and her body
using the top-heavy re-arrangement as an excuse to drop to the ground. She
brought her handsto her exploding nose, dropping the club as shefell, practically
in retarded motion. Still feeling the new but lesser pain in his striking hand,
Johnny bent forward to pull the club from her heaving and screaming body. She
kicked out viciously, her gargled bellow confused by the blood in her mouth, but
not enough to stop Johnny from taking the club and hurling it up the stairs.
Wheezing painfully, and clutching hisright arm to hischest, he balled the fingers
of hisleft hand into a giant pincher, and locked powerfully onto her shoulder.

“Where's Susan?’

He attempted to roll her roughly onto her back, but he was considerably
weakened, and succeeded only in shoving her onto her side. He repeated his
guestion as she gasped and wiped blood from her cheek with one hand, cupping
her nose with the other. She roared at him again, anger and pain combining to
huge effect.

“Fuck you!”

Johnny made a grave error in assuming that her pained state reflected a
disablement of significant proportions, and relaxed his grip on her shoulder,
gathering his own reserves to attempt a new line of questioning. It gave her the
opportunity she needed to bring one of her bloodied hands down from her face,
and angle it into a chopping motion, beating down in rapid succession on
Johnny’s cracked collar bone. The pain was sufficient to render him useless,
drawing blood from hislip as he bit into it screaming, and falling onto his
haunches, his good hand leaving her shoulder to pointlessly address the searing
burn in his own. It was unlike any other pain he had experienced before—it felt
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medical and clinical, a persistent dull throb, enough to bring tears of its own
accord, perforated by red hot shots of nervous agony. Through hiswatered eyes,
he could see her pushing herself from the floor, dripping blood from her chin,
steadying herself by grabbing hold of the banisters. She spotted the golf club
through the vertical rungs, and made for the bottom of the stairs. Realising the
immediate consequences of her getting to the weapon before he did, Johnny
dipped deeply into the bowels of his strength, angrily demanding of hisbody to
give him one last effort, one more surge of energetic ability, and then he would
attend to its crying wounds. She was already past him before he could move, and
grunted responsively when she saw him shift. At the staircase, he could see her
increase her haste, and he lunged forwards, biting terminally on histeeth to mask
the pain that announced itself as he crashed onto the stairs. With hisfree hand, he
grabbed her ankle, and pulled with all the force he could summon. Her leg shot
away from the stair she had been lifting herself from, and the balancing foot slid
withit, bringing her trunk heavily down onto the carpeted stairs. With her feet so
closeto his head, Johnny shielded himself as best he could against the volley of
kicks and stampings that he saw forthcoming. His puzzlement at her seemingly
relaxed responseto being felled was quashed when she pivoted her body slowly,
one leg raised over the other, and swung the golf club down at him, one handed.
The club cut through the air with a clean swooshing sound. Johnny didn’t have
time to even wince as the blade screamed past his ear, denied of ever striking
anything because instead the shaft came down on his uninjured shoulder. Mere
millimetresfrom inflicting asimilar outcome on hisleft collar bone, the club bit
down on the muscular ball of his shoulder, commanding a pain that was
considerably more negotiable than the previous strike. Asthe club slipped down
off his shoulder in the space between him and the wall, he reached forward,
gripping the shaft once more, and jerking it sideways to knock her elbow
forcefully against thewall. She howled, refusing to let go until thethird crack, by
which timethe pain wastoo unbearable to worry about holding on. With the club
in his possession once more, Johnny reluctantly decided against raising it in
retributionary rage against her until he at |east had determined the whereabouts of
Susan.

But still shewasn't finished. After nursing her shattered arm quickly,
essentially allowing both parties aquick breather and injury check, shelaunched
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herself downwards in agrowling, clumsy barrel run. With her legs already
entwined a short distance from Johnny’s own, there wasn’t agreat deal besides
her own body weight for him to concern himself with. And devoid of the crippling
pain that had spread to warm his entire right trunk, he would have welcomed her
bizarre spring with nothing more than mild amusement. Instead, he wasforced to
twist himself in such away that she would land more on his back than anything
el se, thusreducing therisk of any more contact with hisown boneworry. Asshe
fell on him, he levered upwards with hisleg, catching her under the thigh, and
adding additional force and height to her sprawl. Her hands punched down around
his head, for support and any damage they could achieve, and he raised his good
arm, jamming into her breast, feeling the soft tissue squish and giving way. Even
at such an opportune moment, hisinvasion of her privacy felt wrong, and
somehow beneath him, but he minimised the groping by bringing his arm back
over hishead, guiding her flight pattern. With onefinal kick of histhigh muscles,
he had deflected her from hisown body, and she clattered in horriblemusicto the
stairs below. There was one small gurgle, he watched as her head smacked
heavily off one stair, and then slid without further noise as the rest of her body
followed. When she had settled on the bl ood-speckled floor, within two steps of
the bottom, there was a second of gale-like silence in Johnny’ s ears, which gave
way to screams of pain that called him internally. Cringing as his paralysed side
moaned and groaned, he lifted himself gingerly into a standing position, and
stepped slowly and cautiously to the bottom of the staircase.
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twenty-eight

Heignored the searing refresh of pain that darted through hischest as he bent over
Claire’ sunmoving body. Placing two fingers on her neck, he detected apul se, and
aweak risein her chest, happy that she was at |east still breathing. But also
relieved to confirm that she was unconscious. Shewouldn’t be swinging any more
golf clubsat him, lyingin aflopped heap at the base of the staircase, her wild hair
sticking to loose patches of blood on her face. The impact had encouraged her
nose to bypass what little clotting it had commenced, and tiny rivers of red
trickled down her cheek, dripping onto the hand on which her head rested. Over
and above the constant throb in his shoulder region that demanded attention,
Johnny was aware that he still hadn’t located Susan, and that he wasn’t now going
to be squeezing any assistance from Claire. Despite the overwhelming urge to
jump to hisfeet and begin hisfurtive search—which was countered regardlessby
thefact he had been hugely handicapped by hisinjuries, he paused in order to find
some way of holding Clairein position, to prevent her from coming after him, or
running away, whenever she regained consciousness. It was arisk he was not
going to take. He limped slowly back down the narrow, unlit hall, making for the
kitchen. Stopping at the small telephonetable, he found that the connecting cord
had been snipped right at the input, leaving a sizeable winding length of beige
cableinaneat roll on the ground behind. Heleaned in over thetable, snapping the
connector free of thewall socket, and lifting the cable out. Using hisleft hand, his
teeth, and hisright elbow asaholding unit, hetied Claire’ swriststightly together,
and then looped the smooth cold cord around thefirst three banisters, pulling the
final circuit taut. Leaving her hands awkwardly pressed against the bottom
wooden pole, out of reaching distance of the black knot that held her in place.

Hisfirst instinct wasto check theliving room, to ask to see Claire’ sbluff, to
see if Susan had really been in acrumbled heap at her sister’ s feet in the dark,
frightening room. He flipped the switch in the hall just by the understair alcove,
illuminating the scene at the bottom of the stairs. Shoving open the living room
door, he stepped through, his eyes now aided by thefiltering light. There wasno
body intheroom. A fractured milky glasslampshade on thethick carpet, pieces of
clothing strewn over armchairs, asilent television, and numerous other trappings
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too faint to make out. He turned painfully, moving back into the hall, and towards
the stairs.

Claire hadn’t moved in the moments that had passed, and the golf club lay
where he had left it. He picked it up, and gritted his teeth once more against the
shot in hiscollar bone. On thelanding at the top of the stairs, he rounded asmall
corner, presented with four doors, two on the wall facing him, and one each at
either end. Thefirst, with the light behind it on, and cracked open enough to
display abath, evidently led to abathroom. He poked the door open, saw no sign
of life or disturbance, and withdrew his head. Of the three remaining doors, two
werelazily closed over, just like the bathroom, whilethethird, the furthest away
onthefacing wall, was shut tightly. He moved towards the third door, and pushed
down on the cold metal handle.

Sprawled on the double bed in akind of twisted foetal position, was
somebody. He didn’t need to click the overhead light on to verify that it was
Susan. Asfast as his lethargic muscles would allow him, he swayed across the
floor, bending over her as he had bent over her sister, with an altogether different
agenda. So far, he hadn’t made any distinguishabl e sounds, nothing that she could
have heard over her low, muffled jaded sobbing. She jumped when he placed his
hand on her bare arm, and lashed out with her shoulders at nothing in particular.
Asher eyeswidened inridiculously delirious hope, Johnny noticed the small cut
on her forehead, the crude gag in her mouth, and the tributaries of tears down her
cheeks. She screamed at him through the cotton wool and the binding blouse
sleeve, her words dissolving into frantic moans and sorry noises. Her eyes
deputised her vocals superbly, displaying red panic, despair, and the type of
ghastly disbelief that Johnny was getting so fucking used to. He accidentally
brushed her soaking cheek with the back of his hand as his fingers wrapped
themselves around her gag, pulling it gently out from her teeth, and down over her
chin. She gasped, sobbed and sighed in all the one movement.

“Johnny! Where's Claire?”’

She had remained lying on her side, struggling to pull herself upright, losing
her balance because her hands were tied roughly together just under her throat.
Johnny felt the price of hisexertionin hischest. Hisvoicereflected hisdepleted
state.
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“She’ s downstairs, tied up.”

It was all she needed to hear, affording her the opportunity to lose herself in
the hysterics.

“She' s gone fucking crazy! She was going to kill me!”

“1 know.”

“What the fuck is going on?!”

She was shrieking in an unsettling, grating tone. Enough to wakethe dead. He
was having enough trouble dealing with the overpowering sickness that had
befallen him. Hefelt like vomiting, even more so after picturing himself hugging
the gibbering girl on the bed before him, consoling her in his scripted, typecast
way, and then puking all over her. He mumbled some apology, and a promise to
return, aware of her heightened panic as he lumbered back into the hall, almost
falling into the bathroom, rel easing the mouthful of bile and vomit that had filled.
Hefought the instructions of hisknees, who seemed hell bent on giving way, and
cared little asthe thick white stream splashed off the toilet bowl, onto the clean
mat beneath, and onto his legs. She was screaming his name repeatedly, and
somebody was ringing the doorbell. He wanted to drop to hisknees, to embrace
the cold white bowl, to give over to the pain and the sickness. Her legs must be
tied, hereasoned, or else she'd bein here after me. A storm of poundings swelled
out against the ding-donging chimes. Somebody was calling her name,
inquisitively, and not without worry. It was adreamy, sleepy pattern. Ding-dong.
Thump, thump. JOHNNY!! Susan?! Susan?! And then some clown broke
something, glass, he reckoned. A window. Oh, the fucking fools broke my back
door. After I’d doneit so carefully, idiots. Two voices downstairs, doors opening.
She was still howling, less words and more sobbing. Oh fuck, get upstairs,
quickly! Susan?! Shewould befine, they would look after her. He could rest. His
chest, hislegs and now finally his head, they all ordered him to rest. So he
slumped to the vomit-stained carpeted floor, smiling ruefully at thelast, victorious
hail of agony, and closed his eyesto sleep.
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two weeks later

He had struggled daily with the notion of explaining everything to Susan, why her
sister had returned from Switzerland a different person entirely, why she had
turned on her in ahomicidal spin, and would have killed her had not Johnny
intervened at amost timely moment. Theliesand thetrapsthat her dead uncle had
laid in order to snare the body of his other niece for the purpose of revenge. He
could tell Susan, but Susan alone. Who elsewould believe him? Would she even
believe him? In her fervent desire to understand exactly what the fuck had
happened to her sister on that January evening, Susan had called him on anumber
of occasions. Checking on hisrecovery, and almost begging him to give her
something to go with, some useabl e reason to plug the gaping holein her ongoing
reconstruction of the events. By her reasoning, he had spent time with her in
Brient, immediately before she flipped —he must have noticed something. But as
he turned the words over and over in his mind, even scribbling them on paper to
see if they looked any less ridiculous than they sounded, he found himself
reluctant to makethefool of himself. She asked why he had arranged to call over
in the first place that night, what was he planning on explaining to her? He
managed to belittle the drama he had built, claiming only that he had afew
examples of Claire’s bizarre behaviour that he had documented whilein Brient.
M eaningless, terse accounts of imaginary things she had said and donein his
presence, each one carefully fabricated ashelay in hishospital bed, fiddling and
fiending his stories to get away with giving away what little he could. At this
stage, Clairewasin no position to argue his points, remaining inacomafor three
days, before spending some time in recovery. The doctors recommended that
Susan stay away, in case her presence retriggered the mental abnormalities that
had obviously affected Claire. Assuch, Johnny’ slame accountswere sufficient to
purchase him some time.

And timewas something that he began to run out of oneweek after Claire had
been transferred to St. Brendan’s for a detailed mental evaluation. Her parents
hated the very thought of their daughter being subjected to such an ordeal, but
Susan bitterly convinced them that there was something seriously wrong with her
sister, and that having her checked out could do her no harm whatsoever. Upon
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being informed, Johnny thought otherwise. In hospital, once she had regained
consciousness, she hadn’t been making agreat deal of sense, flitting from crying
despair to fierce anger in her desire to get out. Insisting that she remembered
nothing, a not entirely unlikely circumstance, said her doctors. While he was
confident in her inability to mai ntain anything more than extremely minimal
physical contact with the few acquaintances she would have during aday in
hospital, Johnny was completely unfamiliar with the workings of a mental
institution. The extent of hisworry boiled and doubled, with nobody else with
whom to share his misgivings. On the evening that Susan had told him about
Claire’' stransferral, he made an anonymous call to the hospital, insisting that it
was imperative that people refrain from any protracted contact with her. It wasa
usel ess exercise, he conceded —with no name to accompany the advice, and no
specifiable reason for such arequest, how could he be taken seriously enough?
Once again, he pained over spilling it all to Susan, but waited.

Five days later, Susan cautiously reported a remarkable changein Claire’s
condition. She was vomiting hourly, unable to keep any food or liquid down, but
she was asking questions, holding lucid conversations, yet still remembering
nothing of the past weeks. She couldn’t even recall |eaving Switzerland thistime.
Johnny speedily acknowledged the new, positive development, but cringed
internally, holding out for the punchline. It didn’t come. Whatever Claire knew,
she wasn’t saying. And nobody was telling her about what exactly she had done
two weeks before. And, if what he now feared was true, nobody was telling him
where their mutual friend had gone.

The punchline arrived two days later when local radio announced that the
missing St. Brendan’ s orderly had been found, dead, in a car stolen from the
hospital car park. Thered Primerawas parked at the secluded entranceto aforest
approximately forty five milesaway. A post mortem had concluded that the man,
Gary Hall, had been an asthmatic, and died of a severe attack, possibly in his
sleep. A thorough search of the man’s clothing, the car, and the surrounding
woods failed to locate an inhaler or medication of any kind. Johnny’s mother
queried tragically how someone could be so careless asto not carry medication
for such an affliction at all times.
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Johnny quietly considered the possibility of Uncle Steve choosing anew host
at random, and inheriting amedical condition that he had not been prepared for.

Later that day, wrapped in the thinking confines of hisroom, his healing
collar bone secured by the sling that strapped his arm to his chest, Johnny
stumbled upon more possibilitiesfor Uncle Steve. What if he had abandoned his
temporary orderly’ sbody before Gary Hall had succumbed to thefatal tightening
of hisairways? What if he was now moving about inconspicuously in somebody
else’ sbody? K eep an eye on the missing personslist, that’ show you' Il trace him,
somebody laughed inside. It was a horrible thought, one that cancelled, with
interest, therelief he had felt at making his own conclusions about the forgetful
car-jacking orderly. His terrifying suspicion led him also to a place in which
Claire had herself willingly lent the bastard her body, for some believable, false
purpose that he had seduced her with. And paranoiatook over to anew level,
painting her as a knowing accomplice, swimming in many details that Johnny
knew nothing of. Leaving him as the only true, honest cog in the wheel.

Later still, sifting through all that he had learnt over the preceding days, he
trembled miserably at the confirmed belief that he was going to haveto tell Susan
the entire story. Whether it wasto back up her frightened sister, fresh homefrom
her mental evaluation, desperate to learn what had happened during the days that
were missing from her memory banks, and driven by the horror of hearing what
her body had been doing, spewing forth as explanation the tale of torturous
anguish that she had been enduring for months. Or even if Johnny’ smotivewasto
alert Susan to the fact that whatever it was that had wanted her dead before was
still ontheloose. Thefirst scenario wasmorelikely. As Claireremembered more
and more, she would bring him into it, unaware that he could easily fill in the
large and unbelievable blanks. Therewasno avoiding it, hewould be called upon.
And it wasn’t something he was especially looking forward to. How could he
convincingly explain a sequence of events that even he couldn’t believe had
happened?
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