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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
    
 
   “WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?”
 
    
 
   .... I was going to say, ‘Perhaps I can get a word in now?’ I’ll have to be quicker if I am to explain things to her.
 
    
 
   “Please stop looking at me, just tell me what you want.” She’s calming down now. 
 
   “I just want to ask you a question,” I said at last, breaking my previous, unnerving silence. 
 
    
 
   “A question? You want to ask a fucking question? Why couldn’t you ask me at the bank?” she screamed. 
 
   Ah ha! I knew she knew me. 
 
    
 
   Sneaky bitch! “I want to ask you a question but I can only ask when you’ve calmed down.” 
 
    
 
   She’s crying now. The wide range of emotions that I take these people through - why can’t love be one of them? I think it’s possible. 
 
    
 
   “What question?” she asked through some pathetic snivels. 
 
    
 
   “If there was no one else, just you and me for the rest of our lives... do you think you could ever love me?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes. 
 
    
 
   Tired. 
 
    
 
   Another bad dream. Lost count of the number of consecutive nights that I’ve had bad dreams now.
 
    
 
   It’s been months since Vanessa and yet she still haunts me. Why? What made her so special? I’ve rarely given the other dates much thought at all - other than young Susie. Maybe it was the cheese I ate before turning in?
 
    
 
   Mental note to self: Don’t eat cheese before bedtime.
 
    
 
   And here was me thinking it was an old wives’ tale - cheese giving you nightmares if you ate it before bed. No choice, though. It’s already on the turn and I’d hate for it to go to waste. So much food gone off. I didn’t realise I would have been throwing so much out - or not eating it, at the very least. Perhaps it’s for the best things didn’t work out between Vanessa and me. We’d already be getting hungry. Especially given the situation with the meat, in the garage. A recipe for stomach bugs if ever I smelt one. The smell is even creeping out of the garage and taking over the rest of the house now too... should have just used short bursts of spray before, instead of leaving my finger on the trigger for so long. Would have had the same effect, I feel.
 
   Why’s Vanessa still in the forefront of my mind? She’s gone now. Another girl who said she could never love me. They’re certainly stacking up - as are their bodies...
 
    
 
   That was the old me. Vanessa made me see it wasn’t the way to meet someone; kidnapping them and asking them that question. I’ve long since given up that chat-up line. I’m a changed man. Rarely even go out. And the few bits of groceries I do choose to buy.... I do my shopping online now. Take away all of the temptations of the supermarkets. 
 
    
 
   Yep, I’m a changed man.
 
    
 
   Hell, I’ve even set up my own Facebook profile now. Lots of pretty ladies on there, to talk to - some where they’ve set up their own page for you to ‘like’ - constantly uploading pictures of themselves wearing next to very little. One girl, a pretty little redhead, could be no more than nineteen years old. She uploaded a fully nude picture of herself. I can’t begin to describe my disappointment when her page was removed by the powers that be. Shame I didn’t get to know her sooner - could have stayed in touch. They need to be careful, though... these pretty ladies... the Internet is full of weirdos. Hiding behind a screen - people can pretend to be whoever they want. It’s not the healthiest of places to meet people, I fear.
 
    
 
   Part of me does miss my old life. It was nice frequently meeting new people. It was nicer, still, to have that little bit of hope that they might fancy you too - after the initial date. On first dates, you never really know - one hundred percent - whether you fancy someone enough to want to ‘go steady’ with them... first dates are all about testing the waters. I do miss that lifestyle sometimes. The Internet takes that away from you - the chance to meet someone face-to-face. It seems as though everyone is happy to talk to you from the relative safety of their own living room, sat at their computer table, but as soon as the time comes to meet up face-to-face - despite the promises they’ve been making throughout your long conversations deep into the cold nights.... they make their excuses. Almost as if they’re toying with your emotions.
 
    
 
   Someone told me Facebook isn’t really the place to meet someone anyway. They said I’d be better off on a dating website but I tried that years ago when it was a fairly new craze, and can’t be bothered to go down that road again. It’s not for me.
 
    
 
   Besides, I’m fairly confident it is possible to meet someone - for real - on Facebook. I’m sure it’s possible to find a kindred spirit through talking to these girls on their homemade pages. After all, they’re only human. Why shouldn’t they see someone, who frequently writes on their wall and comments on their pictures, as a potential love interest?
 
    
 
   Yep, I’m positive it’s possible.
 
    
 
   And, as soon as she wakes up, I’ll find out for sure... speaking of which, she’s making some funny groaning noises in the room next door - a sure sign she’s coming too. This is it.... I can feel it this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   The money I set aside to pay my bills went fairly quickly. I don’t know why I’m surprised - given the rate of inflation over the last year... our government hitting us with taxes and increased VAT and this and that.... just to try and claw our diseased little country out of the pit it’s currently festering in. It’s probably for the best things didn’t work out with Vanessa. At least I remember to turn the lights off, when I leave a room. I’m yet to meet a woman who manages to do this and, given the way the money is evaporating from my online account, I certainly don’t need to be wasting electricity. I’ve even got into the habit of turning my computer off when I’m not using it. I used to leave it on - the screen, password protected because the system took too long to boot up. Not now, though; now I keep it off until I need it. Every little helps.
 
    
 
   And speaking of ‘every little helps’ - that’s why I’ve gone out and got a little office job too. Twenty four hours a week answering the phones in an insurance company - helping with queries ranging from general enquiries to problems with the clients’ policies. It’s not my dream job but it helps bring in a little money whilst I try and decide what to do with my life.
 
    
 
   When Vanessa came along, I was clear with what I wanted from life. Just the two of us, with no one else to get in the way of our relationship.... Just the two of us loving each other until the day we finally died. When that didn’t work out, I guess you could say I sunk into a mini-depression... all those months of hard work sorting the house, getting it ready for me and my loved one... all those different dates I had taken back.... young Susie; to see all that hard work go to waste - it was disappointing to say the least. Even more so when I realised the money I had put to one side wasn’t going to last as long as I had first thought.
 
    
 
   I find it quite disheartening - having all of my hard work and good hearted efforts going to waste. I know I sound pathetic even going on about it but, is it really that hard to find someone to love me? What with my own mother, Fiona, doing the things she did... young Susie... the other women who have come into my life - and gone just as fast... whether by choice or by hammer.
 
    
 
   Another perk of this job was to try and get me back out into what I could see as being a ‘normal’ society. Standing over Vanessa, the blood trickling down from my thumbs - I realised what a dark place I had gone to. Living out in the woods, in the old family home, with no real company - I feared I might start to go mad. Lose my mind in the wilderness.
 
    
 
   A part-time job was definitely the right way to go. Gets me socialising again, back in a relatively normal environment, as well as earning a little extra money to help pay the bills whilst I decide what to do... and I’ve promised myself to be good, this time... don’t even look at the ladies in the office. No. Instead, think of them as ‘out of bounds’. Nothing more than work colleagues. Besides, looking for love again - so soon after Vanessa’s passing... I’m not ready yet. I expect it would even be the death of me.
 
    
 
   I know that sounds dramatic but... I just think... more heartbreak.... more feelings of abandonment as yet another woman leaves me.... The Depression would grip my fragile soul with an even firmer grasp... Oh, Jesus...
 
    
 
   Mental Note to myself: Man up.
 
    
 
   Besides which, there is a lady I’m talking to at the moment, after I accidentally stumbled across her fan page on the social networking site. In a moment of weakness, I commented how beautiful she was on her main profile picture. She replied and we took it from there.
 
    
 
   But, I’m not rushing into anything.
 
    
 
   I’m trying something new, this time round... Friendship. I read, on the Internet I think, that truly remarkable relationships tend to grow from great friendships. Well, who am I to argue with that? At the moment, I can handle friendship. It’s nice. It’s definitely easier - no complications. No worrying whether they feel the same about you as you feel about them. If it’s meant to be, when we’re both willing and ready - we’ll take the next step.
 
    
 
   Early signs are definitely looking positive, though. 
 
    
 
   Very positive.
 
    
 
   Angela.
 
    
 
   My Angel... time will tell.
 
    
 
   I smiled to myself as I sat down in my office chair thinking about the previous night’s conversations with Angela, when my work colleague, John, approached me.
 
    
 
   John was one of the only people to talk to me, when I first started a couple of weeks ago. If people like me can strike up real friendships, I might consider John to be a friend. Not one hundred percent sure yet. See, people like me tend not to have many friends - and would he be classed a friend just because he actively goes out of his way to talk to me?
 
    
 
   “How much? he asked, when I turned to look at him.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied. I knew what he was talking about. Just - sometimes - it was easier to pretend to be clueless. The quiet life.
 
    
 
   “You only ever come to work, with a skip in your step, after you’ve been talking to her.” He sat in a chair opposite my desk and made himself at home by putting his feet up on the desk.
 
    
 
   I wonder, if he were a real friend, would I still consider cutting his feet off at the ankles and beating him to death with them?
 
    
 
   John continued, “She’s going to bleed you dry, Pete....”
 
    
 
   “Peter.”
 
    
 
   Some days I like John. At least, I think I do. It’s been so long since I’ve actually had what I would call a friend.... I might just be grateful he’s talking to me and that’s world’s away from actually liking someone. For now, I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt... after all, the whole point of working - other than raising more money - is to edge my way back into the community. John is as good a start as any.
 
    
 
   I made the mistake of talking to John about Angela. Told him I’d met a nice girl.....friend.... on Facebook and how we spend most nights chatting. Sometimes I even call her up on Skype. At first he seemed genuinely pleased for me but when he found out I was buying her bits and pieces she liked - he got more concerned and started to warn me how she was just using me.... and other men like me.... to get what she wanted.
 
    
 
   I can’t remember the name he gave her but I remember it wasn’t very complimentary. The Old Peter flashed through my mind, briefly, when he was rude about her but I managed to keep control. Just as well. I think I had only been here for about six days when that happened and I’m pretty sure management would take a dim view of me staving his face with my table. That’s not me anymore. I’ve learnt to control it.
 
    
 
   “So what was it this time then?”
 
    
 
   “Just a pair of shoes,” I said - for no other reason than to get him off my back. A pair of very expensive shoes. Expensive, alright, but I don’t care. She’s worth it. And it makes her happy. It’s weird but - when she’s happy, I’m happy. Admittedly, with her tastes, I might have to go full-time to keep her that way but I don’t care. That’s what friends do, I believe.
 
    
 
   “Seriously - have you even spoken to her properly yet?”
 
    
 
   “We Skype.”
 
    
 
   At fifty pounds per twenty minutes. Another reason my savings aren’t going quite as far as I first thought they would.
 
    
 
   “Skype. Okay, have you met her properly yet?” he continued.
 
    
 
   “Why can’t you just be happy for me?”
 
    
 
   “Answer the question!”
 
    
 
   Strange - normally it’s me forcing people to answer the question. Talk about a role-reversal. This is definitely all new to me.
 
    
 
   “Well?” he continued.
 
    
 
   I wonder - would he have been as pushy had he known the old Peter?
 
    
 
   I answered him just to shut him up, “No. Not yet. We keep going to but our diaries always seem to conflict...”
 
    
 
   “Your diaries? Do you even keep a diary, Pete?”
 
    
 
   “Peter.”
 
    
 
   He looked at me, obviously waiting for the answer.
 
    
 
   “I keep a diary...”
 
    
 
   More like Mental Notes but.... just as useful.
 
    
 
   “Bullshit...”
 
    
 
   Mental Note to myself: Avoid John for a little while. He isn’t good for my moods.
 
    
 
   “She’s busy a lot,” I said.
 
    
 
   “But not so busy she can’t chat all night on Skype?”
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes isn’t all night.
 
    
 
   “She’s using you, Pete....”
 
    
 
   “Peter...” I suddenly snapped. “Let’s just agree to disagree!”
 
    
 
   Silence fell between the two of us.
 
    
 
   “Were they nice shoes at least?”
 
    
 
   Old Peter flashed him a look, in the hope he’d back off. Both Peters already knew the next question out of his mouth and he didn’t need to ask it. It was none of his business how much they cost. Who and what I spend my money on is solely down to me. After all, if I couldn’t afford it - I wouldn’t do it. And by re-jigging a few utility payments, when I get home from work this afternoon, I can afford it.
 
    
 
   “Just be careful is all I’m trying to say. You’re my friend and I worry about you....”
 
    
 
   That’s quite funny... him worrying about me.... given the number of rotting girlfriends I have in my garage - some of whom are down to nothing but bones already.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure I’ll be okay,” I said - thankful that he had backed away from asking any further questions.
 
    
 
   “I just think it might be an idea to try and meet up with her, before you spend anymore money.... you know, just in case she isn’t as nice in real life as she is on the social sites.”
 
    
 
   “She’s lovely,” I snapped.
 
    
 
   Part of me considers inviting him around to my house, this coming Friday, for a game of cards and a few drinks. Part of me thinks it’ll be a good time to show him I’m more than capable of looking after myself.... never drugged a man before but there can always be a first. I doubt, by waking up bound to a chair with a tray of sharp implements in front of him, he’ll be worried about me quite as much.
 
    
 
   The other part of me.... the newly discovered part.... that part likes my job. It’s easy and relatively stress-free. If I take John home with me... this new part of me worries I may have to start looking for a new job. And besides... is it really ‘okay’ to slice your friends just because they believe they are looking out for you? The jury is out on that one.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure she is but wouldn’t it be nice to meet face-to-face?”
 
    
 
   He needs to leave it now.
 
    
 
   “When the time is right we will,” I said bluntly before leaning across to my computer screen and hitting the ‘on’ switch. John took the hint, finally, and walked back to his own desk on the other side of the office.
 
    
 
   Why’d he have to start on me? I was in a good mood until he spoke to me.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to myself: Consider becoming a hermit again.
 
    
 
   The rest of the working day went by at the usual sort of speed. The same old routine of answering calls - of which I met my quota. Thanks to the mood John put me in, I did my very best at avoiding conversations with other colleagues, in nearby cubicles. Apart from that, the rest of the morning was spent thinking about my dear friend, Angela. I wondered as to what sort of message I was going home to, from her.
 
    
 
   We hadn’t spoken since yesterday lunch-time. I was sat at home, on Facebook, killing time. The one thing I still allow myself to kill. No harm in that. I noticed her status had changed...
 
    
 
   Gutted I have to wait until the end of the month but I’m so in love.
 
    
 
   I hit refresh, as soon as I noticed the status, and was relieved to see a picture pop up on her newsfeed - a pair of feet. Her feet? They were in a pair of shoes - bright orange with high-heels. Not the best thing I’ve seen her post a picture of admittedly. A caption, underneath, read:
 
    
 
   An early birthday present to myself... from myself - roll on end of the month.
 
    
 
   Looking at her information page, I was surprised to see it was her birthday in only a couple of weeks. For some reason, I had it in my head that it was in August. Must have got myself confused. After all, I had looked at a lot of ladies’ profiles recently. If it weren’t for her message, I would have missed her birthday - what sort of friend did that make me?
 
    
 
   I had clicked on the message icon and selected the option to ‘send a new message’. I only ever need to put the first two letters of her name in before the computer automatically fills in the rest of her name. I’m not sure whether that’s because I am becoming predictable or whether it’s because I have that few friends on Facebook that it doesn’t take a genius as to figure out who is getting the message. Regardless, I don’t mind... saves me time.
 
    
 
   The reply to my message, reading ‘nice shoes’ with an appropriate number of  friendly kisses included, came through almost instantaneous:
 
    
 
   Thanks, hun XxX
 
    
 
   Three kisses, I remember thinking... isn’t that a sign of being ‘more than friends’? I thought one kiss was for someone you know and get on with, two kisses for good friends and three kisses was for a partner. Funny how I’ve only just remember that, now I’m casting my mind back. Should I ask her about them or just put it down to her excitement of falling in love with the shoes?
 
    
 
   She seemed okay, in the messages that followed - perhaps a little down by the lack of money. She said she found it frustrating being dragged around the shops, by girlfriends, when she had little to no money in her bank. I hate seeing her down so I did what seemed natural to me - I offered to pay for the shoes. Told her to go back to the shop and message me their number when she was there.... that I’d call them up and pay for the shoes over the phone.
 
    
 
   Really? OMG!!! your the best! XxX was her reply.
 
    
 
   I smiled to myself. She was happy. I was happy. So happy, in fact, I didn’t bother picking her up on her grammar. ‘You’re’... not ‘your’... Weird how I always seem to normally pick her up on that and yet don’t mind the fact she normally calls me ‘Pete’. At the time, I remember being excited at the prospect of eventually meeting up with her, and actually seeing her wearing the shoes for real...
 
    
 
   I wonder how they’d look with the red dress...
 
    
 
   I’m hoping to go home to a picture of her - waiting in my inbox - or even posted onto her wall with me tagged in it so the other men can see... she sure does seem to have a lot of male admirers on her page. Not sure how I feel about that. I think I’d definitely prefer the picture on the wall, with me tagged, though.... the more I think about it. Might make some of them back off. I worry that their intentions aren’t as pure as mine.
 
    
 
   Yes.  A nice full-length picture of her standing in front of a mirror, wearing the shoes. It’d be even nicer if she’s wearing the lingerie, which I purchased for her last week - I’m still waiting for that picture too. Be nice if she could combine the two of them... really treat me.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I opened the front door to the house and was instantly hit by the smell. Vanessa has definitely turned. And I forgot about the air freshener. So much for my Mental Notes. I need to have a think about what to do with my house guests. If I’m going to be lowering myself back into society.... at some point I might think about bringing people back here. If the smell doesn’t make them run away heaving, the sight of the visitors might. Be a shame to do all the hard work of finding someone, be it friend or partner, only to have it all ruined because of the state of my house.
 
    
 
   But what do you do with dead bodies? I suppose I could put them in the back garden but it seems too obvious a hiding place... not that the garage is much better. At least they’d be buried in the garden and you could blame the smell on local farmers muck spreading. Could always do a bin run.... cut the bodies up and put them in black bags before depositing them around the town in various wheelie bins I stumble across? No, stupid idea. I can’t say for definite that I would have got rid of all of the DNA evidence. I think I’ve made huge progress, pulling myself away from my dark side; it would be a shame to ruin all of that now. No. The bin idea is definitely a no-go.
 
    
 
   At least with living out in the middle of nowhere, I can dig a mass grave without raising too many suspicions. And if anyone does stumble on by, and mention anything, I could lie and tell them I’m having a pool installed. I wonder... this new ‘me’.... would it be okay to kill someone if they discovered the bodies? Surely that would just be self-preservation...?
 
    
 
   I decided I couldn’t do anything about the bodies straight away so went upstairs to the computer room. I walked by Vanessa’s old room... sometimes I feel as though I can still sense her in there.... like sometimes I can still smell her delectable perfume. What happened was definitely a shame, no doubt about it.
 
    
 
   In the computer room, I sat at the desk and booted the tower unit up. Eventually my Internet homepage loaded up Facebook. I set that up intentionally - other than checking into my finances once a month, it’s the only site I really look on. This way, having it set up like this, I don’t need to keep writing it into the browser each time I want to view it. Much easier. 
 
    
 
   Also, gives me more time for looking at her page. 
 
    
 
   Her updates... 
 
    
 
   ... her comments... 
 
    
 
   ... her photos...
 
    
 
   ... Her beauty...
 
    
 
   ... Three kisses....
 
    
 
   ... that’s more than just friendship, right?
 
    
 
   My heart sunk a little when I noticed I had no waiting messages to be read and her profile photo hadn’t changed. Still the picture of her in the bikini looks so hot - it’s hard to be too upset at the lack of photo change.
 
    
 
   This photo looks as though it was taken on a holiday - a picture of her by a swimming pool. Skin tanned a nice golden colour, long blonde hair; the bikini, made from a shiny, sexy material - catching the rays of the sun and making it look even more shiny in places. Sexy. She’s lying on her back, on a sun lounger, leaning on her elbows to raise her up a bit. Eyes, hidden behind a pair of sunglasses, no doubt looking right at us. Her legs are spread, a little... giving us a naughty glimpse. Yes, it’s definitely not the end of the world the picture hasn’t changed.
 
    
 
   From time to time it does change, though. Random pictures of jewellery, or her in new dresses, but it’s never long before it gets swapped back to this one. Again, not that I mind. I’d sooner this photo over pictures of rings, earrings or watches she has been known to post up before - normally just after she’s fallen in love with something. This photo is definitely one of my favourites. Hell, I’ve even dragged it across to my desktop! Although I haven’t set it up as a wallpaper backdrop yet. I wouldn’t want someone else spotting it... although that’s pretty unlikely at the moment. The fact this picture has well over two hundred ‘likes’ on her Facebook page now... I don’t like that.
 
    
 
   When we do finally get together properly, I’ll ask her to start cutting back on some of her male admirers. She doesn’t need them all. And half of them... if not more... their intentions... dubious. Regardless, I feel that’s a conversation to be had face-to-face.
 
    
 
   My spirits rose a little when I saw her latest status update:
 
    
 
   To a Special Someone, thanks for my shoes... love them!!! XxX
 
    
 
   Three kisses again.
 
    
 
   Surely more than just a coincidence now. Either way, I smiled and ticked ‘like’ - the only ‘like’ on her status so far. No doubt the other admirers are jealous I got a shout out and they didn’t.
 
    
 
   Looking at her status - it looks as though she used her mobile to update it. I guess she isn’t home yet. That would, at least, explain the lack of message and photograph. She’ll probably update it later. 
 
    
 
   Probably isn’t expecting me to be sat here waiting for it. After all, we aren’t scheduled to talk again until tomorrow evening. Seven-thirty. Still, maybe the ‘like’ will jog her memory for the photo... she might even message me back.
 
    
 
   I opened another tab, on my Internet Explorer, and went to another well-used website: the pizza shop down the road, in the next village. So hungry I could eat a horse. In all the excitement, thinking about Angela earlier - I clean forgot to get anything to eat. Stupid. I’m not big enough not to eat anything. As soon as I skip a meal I get a headache and feel nauseous. At least, ordering a pizza, I’ll be eating within thirty minutes. Faster you order it, the quicker you can go and collect it. Never have it delivered. Don’t want them coming to the house - for obvious reasons.
 
    
 
   I navigate the menus without really paying much attention to what they say - I know this site like the back of my hand. Never really cook anymore It’s not worth it when there’s just one of you. Unless it’s a Birds Eye Roast...
 
    
 
   Still wearing my jacket (rarely take it off as it saves on gas bills), I reached into my inside pocket and pull out my brown, leather wallet. Looks expensive. Cheap market knock-off, though.
 
    
 
   Ah, my trusty credit card. Surprised it isn’t stuck - melted into place from where it swallowed up the cost of the shoes at lunchtime. Wonder what the balance is now. Best call them after dinner so I can prepare myself for next month’s payment.
 
    
 
   My fingers dance across the keyboard with the speed of a touch-typist. Perks of working in the insurance company for all these years. The phone calls,  anything from new customers to irate clients who have been refused a pay out,  the phone calls force you to learn how to type quickly or else you end up missing important information when taking notes. Everything needs to be noted. Sometimes a quick two minute conversation can yield enough information to fill two A4 pages. Have to type quickly. You miss any important snippets out and it’s your head on the block later, should the customer need to pursue anything. Not as complicated as it sounds, though.... once you’ve got the typing down.
 
    
 
   Hit ‘Enter’ after.
 
    
 
   The timer comes up as the website communicates with my bank. Can almost taste the pizza now. My usual, pepperoni. Can’t beat it. What the hell? The website’s come back - payment refused. Shit. No need to phone them to find out what the balance is, I guess. 
 
    
 
   Dammit.
 
    
 
   Only had this credit card for two months. How can I have already hit the limit? Five thousand pounds and I’m maxed out? Can’t be. I’ll try it again – in case I mistyped the card number, or something. I’ve been known to do that before. Too keen to get the food delivered, I end up making a stupid mistake.
 
    
 
   I key in the digits a little slower this time, just to be sure. Hit ‘Enter’ again and wait.  Again, it’s come back declined. Fuck it. Looks like it’ll have to be the debit card tonight. Shame, needed that money in the bank for my phone call with Angela tomorrow. Did so well, too, keeping that cash to one side since the start of the month. 
 
    
 
   Admittedly I had to juggle things around, a little, to make sure it wasn’t wasted on bills but - still managed to keep it. 
 
    
 
   I’ll talk to John tomorrow. Sure he’ll be able to lend me fifteen pounds, if I ask nicely. 
 
    
 
   I took the debit card from my wallet and keyed in the new numbers. A little slower, this time, as I’m not as familiar with this card. Don’t really use it as much as I use the other. Speaking of the other - I can always apply for a new credit card whilst I eat my pizza. Ah, good... The website took my payment. Good. Soon, I eat. I hope they deliver it quickly.
 
    
 
   I flicked the Internet Explorer back to Facebook - still no message or picture change. See someone else has commented on her status though; another bloke I don’t know or care to know. The sooner Angela and I have the conversation, the better. Still think it’s better dealt with face-to-face, though. 
 
    
 
   She should see it from my perspective.
 
    
 
   I hope she does anyway.
 
    
 
   If the shoe were on the other foot, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t enjoy watching all of these women, who she doesn’t know, commenting on my stuff and ‘liking’ whatever activity I’m doing - such as changing pictures or uploading new ones.
 
    
 
   Thinking about it - probably for the best if she closes her Facebook account down altogether. Can always set up a new one for her family members. And me.
 
    
 
   Just realised, I’m staring at her picture... mesmerizing. She truly is a stunning woman. I bet she looks just as good up close and personal.... Just realised my wandering hand.... I wonder what her touch will feel like... I can just imagine.
 
    
 
   Pizza’s only just been ordered.
 
    
 
   There’s time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   I liked the Skype calls between Angela and me. She’d book you into a time slot to call her, and you’d pay fifty pounds for twenty minutes. The latter fact being something I kept out of conversations with anyone else - like John, for example. I figured he didn’t need to know as it would open the door to more grief about how she was using me for my money. I don’t care, though. Speaking to her perked me up. We’d pass the time talking about anything and everything and could have spoken all through the night - had she not been so busy. Due to the costs involved, I could only call her a few times a month. It was a luxury I couldn’t really afford but didn’t want to go without. Speaking with her helped me forget about Vanessa...
 
    
 
   Forget?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Move on.
 
    
 
   Speaking to Angela helped me to move on from Vanessa.
 
    
 
   Had I had more money, I would have called her daily. Still, it is what it is... and it so happens.... today is Skype day. And, who knows, maybe tonight she’ll finally have a time when we can meet up – face-to-face. Won’t have to call her anymore. Can spend the cash on evenings out instead.... to start with. After a few dates, I’m sure we’ll be more than happy to stay in.
 
    
 
   Have to be around her house, though. Until I get that hole dug, at least. Get my visitors in the garden. Maybe plant some daffodils over them.... or a vegetable plot. Strawberries too. I like strawberries.
 
    
 
   I’m babbling like an idiot. Nervous energy. I get this every time we are due to speak on webcam. The closer it gets to the time of the call, the more nervous I get. Since the first few calls, I’ve learnt to write down topics of conversation.... so I don’t dry up when we’re ‘face-to-face’ - saves wasting precious minutes. I think, on the first call, I managed to get about ten properly structured sentences out. I remember her laughing and saying she found my ‘nervousness’ endearing. I think that’s a good thing.
 
    
 
   “She liked the shoes then?” asked John.
 
    
 
   I smiled, “Of course she did, she chose them!” Not a lie. She did choose them so there was no reason why she wouldn’t love them. Her status update, last night, saying how much she loved them - another clue as to how she felt about them. I was surprised, though, that there weren’t any further updates from her - or any pictures of her sporting the shoes. Truth be told, I felt a little hard done by.
 
    
 
   “She agreed to meet up yet?” he continued. The more I spoke to John, the more I thought he was here just to annoy me. He wasn’t trying to be a friend... he was trying to be one of those people, in your lives, who continually doubted everything positive you were experiencing. As though he could find no happiness himself and wanted to bring you down to his own level.
 
    
 
   “Talking tonight,” I said. I figured, keep the answers blunt and hopefully he’ll get the message and drop the subject. Also, I was still answering him so, technically, I wasn’t being rude by giving him the much deserved brush off.
 
    
 
   “Face-to-face?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “She’s going out but we’re having a chat first. Been organised for a while.”
 
    
 
   He sat opposite me, at my computer desk.
 
    
 
   “What do you plan to get from all of this?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I raised an eyebrow, “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “How do you perceive the two of you?”
 
    
 
   “We’re friends,” I said. “Nothing more, nothing less... why?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, nothing,” he said - clearly lying. If it was ‘nothing’ as he said then he wouldn’t have even asked the question.
 
    
 
   “Can a man and a woman not be friends?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Hey, if that’s all you want - that’s cool.... it’s just, to keep friendships, you don’t need to throw gifts at them,” he continued.
 
    
 
   I shot him a glance. Shame I can’t turn the clock back to the day he first introduced himself... turn the clock back to then and tell him to ‘fuck off’ straight away... before it came to this.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” he said - sensing my growing hostility, “I’m not trying to wind you up or put doubts in your head... it’s just, I’ve known women like her.”
 
    
 
   “Women like her?”
 
    
 
   In my mind, his head is already on the middle shelf of my fridge - resting neatly on a plate. A red apple in his poisonous mouth. Not to be eaten. Purely decoration.
 
    
 
   “Rinsers...”
 
    
 
   “Rinsers?” It was a new one to me, I have to confess.
 
    
 
   “They use men just to try and get as much as they possibly can from them - they never intend to be real friends or anything more... they prey on weak and vulnerable men...”
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: Make the first incision slow and deep. Wash with vinegar. Rinse with bleach. Seal with glue.
 
    
 
   “Are you trying to say I’m weak and vulnerable?”
 
    
 
   Old Peter has landed.
 
    
 
   “No, not at all.... don’t get my words twisted, Pete...”
 
    
 
   “Peter...”
 
    
 
   “You’ve only just come out of a relationship.... you said so yourself...”
 
    
 
   Did I? I don’t remember talking to him about my relationship status when I joined the company. Must have done. A moment of weakness. A moment of desperation - to keep hold of a new friend? Idiot.
 
    
 
   “Could be on the rebound...”
 
    
 
   I’m all too familiar with the rebound. I first experienced it after young Susie; after we finished dating, I met someone else. I met her from a rival supermarket to the one where Susie worked in. I didn’t even bother asking this new date the question... soon as she woke up and I got a proper look at her... she was far below my own standards. I could do much better. She was the last ‘date’ I brought home without stalking first. From her on.... at least when I picked a date - I was initially drawn to them. In fact, with regards to that one... I think she was actually prettier after I stamped on her face.
 
    
 
   I shuddered as I recalled the crack; the sound and feeling of it underfoot. At the time, I even remembered having to sit for a bit as soon as she was dead - never felt so faint in all my life.
 
    
 
   “I’m not on the rebound, we’re friends..”
 
    
 
   “Okay, that’s cool. Look, I don’t mean any offence.... you know that, right?”
 
    
 
   I smiled at him - as though everything was fine. But, everything is far from fine. He has irritated me too much. I don’t have room for friendships in my life, for people like him.
 
    
 
   I’ll start looking for another job. As soon as I find one...
 
    
 
   “So what you two going to talk about tonight?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “We’ll probably discuss meeting up,” I lied.
 
    
 
   John smiled, “Good for you.” 
 
    
 
   I couldn’t care less if he could see through my lie. He’s on borrowed time now. I think I’ll show him my garage. Be good to see the panic on his face, just before I swing.... hmmm.... what to use.... something to take my mind off the phone call with Angela... what can I take John out with?
 
    
 
   I smiled again.
 
    
 
   Throughout the remaining working hours, I hardly made any phone calls to clients who were waiting on call-backs. Didn’t bother answering the incoming calls much either - certainly not to the level I’m supposed to.
 
    
 
   John’s pushed me to the limit and I’ve had enough today. The fact I’m sat here, thinking about what to end his miserable life with proves I don’t really care about my job either. Best thing they could do... for both John and I... is to notice the lack of effort I’m making and send me home. Ask me never to come back in again. They’re well within their rights. After all, I’m still within my probational period.
 
    
 
   I’ve killed women with hammers, stamping them to death, strangling them... I could go the same to John too but... I was doing so well... so well at keeping my dark side hidden. Keeping the Evil within at arm’s length... so well are trying to live a normal life... easing myself back into a society which has never really accepted me. And he’s ruined it. He doesn’t deserve a death, like the girls... he deserves something more brutal and fitting. He pushed for the monster within me... he’ll get the Monster.
 
    
 
   Even I didn’t know of the true Evil in me. Not until Vanessa. I always knew I was different. Always knew there was something lurking within me but... not that... not this... the fact I can think these thoughts of people... the way I hurt them... I don’t even bat an eyelid.
 
    
 
   But it’s okay. They deserve it. They all do. The women were cheats, liars and whores. Scum. Vanessa was the worst... the biggest liar.... tried playing me... tried tricking me with pretend feelings. It’s no wonder the Monster came out. John deserves it too. He’s a Demon. Here on Earth to torment me and stop me from being truly good. Pretending to be a friend too. I looked up to his cubicle. I can see his face, over the top of the screen separating him from the next person’s desk. Look at him, sat there - yakking away to whoever is on the other end of the phone. Poor bastards. I’m surprised they haven’t hung up and called back in to get someone else. He looked over to me and smiled. I smiled back. He’s dead.
 
    
 
   By the time I got home, from the few hours I have to work, I was still seething. The more I tried to forgot about what John said about Angela, the angrier I seemed to get. As though the Monster within wouldn’t let me forget his words.... wouldn’t let him get away with what he said. He won’t. He won’t get away with anything. But I can’t let it ruin the phone call - just a few hours to prepare myself. A few hours to think of conversational pieces for Angela and myself to discuss. Come on, put him out of your mind... Think about the call.... concentrate on that. It’ll be healthier for my mind too.
 
    
 
   Concentrate...
 
    
 
   Three kisses.
 
    
 
   Hours early for the phone call and I didn’t care. I sat at the computer and loaded up the necessary programs ready to make the call. I paid the money, direct to her bank, yesterday - and had an emailed receipt so I know that’s taken care of. Next up, I loaded the Word package up so I could sit and jot some notes down, whilst surfing various ‘time-killing’ websites...
 
    
 
   What did he call her?
 
    
 
   A rinser...
 
    
 
   I loaded up her Facebook page and looked at the wall. There’s no denying she is friends with a lot of men but, nothing wrong with that I guess.... doesn’t mean she is using them. Her profession is a model... of course she’ll be friends with men - most of them probably looked her up after one of her shoots. Her fans. Her fans leaving her messages on her wall. Can only be good for her business.
 
    
 
   I clicked on the comments which looked as though they had replies - just in case they were from her... they are. A few more to check.... a few more to click through.... two kisses.... when she responds to them it’s with two kisses.
 
    
 
   Good friends.
 
    
 
   Which takes me back round to the three kisses I’ve been receiving on my messages. Does she like me more than a friend? I don’t see why not. Going from the messages and our chats, we seem to have a lot in common. And a woman like that - definitely good enough to be seen out with me. Get rid of some of those male friends... about ninety-nine percent of them.... ninety-nine point nine percent... get rid of them - she’ll be perfect.
 
    
 
   He can be the first to go - Alan. Just seen his post - next to a picture she took of herself, from the early hours of this morning, wearing some lingerie... much like the pair I bought her. She hasn’t seen his reply yet - wishing he was there to take the picture. She’ll probably block him. Bring it to her attention when we speak later on. Her wall is fairly fast moving, don’t want her to miss it.
 
    
 
   I successfully pass the next few hours surfing the internet looking at new shovels. If I want things to start moving ahead between myself and Angela... if that’s what she wants... well, I need to get the hole dug in the back garden - sooner rather than later.
 
    
 
   I jumped when my computer signalled Angela was calling me. This is it. My heightened heartbeat didn’t slow, pace-wise, when I realised it was her either. If anything, it got a little bit faster.
 
    
 
   “Hiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii,” she waved when I clicked on ‘answer’. 
 
    
 
   I smiled and waved back. It was hard not to feel a little bit stupid waving to the monitor. I’d have preferred to be waving to her when she walked down the street, towards me.
 
    
 
   “How have you been, honey?” she asked. “Look!” she lifted her foot into the view. “What do you think? I love them!”
 
    
 
   “They look good,” I replied - disappointed she wasn’t modeling the lingerie in the same fashion.
 
    
 
   “You’re too good to me,” she said. “Made my day.... I really didn’t expect you to buy them for me.”
 
    
 
   Hmmmm, didn’t she.
 
    
 
   “I see someone else has bought you some lingerie too,” I said. 
 
    
 
   “Alan? Yeah, bless him...”
 
    
 
   Bless him? Blessing him was probably the last thing on my mind.
 
    
 
   “.... he knew I had the same lingerie in a different colour...”
 
    
 
   “The one I bought you,” I butted in.
 
    
 
   “Well, he knew I liked the other colour too.... next thing I know - he did what you did with the shoes... phoned the shop up and bought them.”
 
    
 
   “Just like that?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, he’s a darling.”
 
    
 
   “Isn’t he just,” I said - doing brilliantly well to keep my jealousy under control and, more importantly, out of sight. “They definitely suit you.”
 
    
 
   “So what have you been doing today?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Thinking about this call, actually...” in part - the truth. She didn’t need to know what else I was thinking about; with regards to how I was going to kill John. After all, no point discussing it for a couple of reasons. The first reason being I don’t think she’d appreciate it. The second... I still don’t know how I’m going to do it. But then, the way she’s talking about Alan... Maybe I shouldn’t be too hasty with John.
 
    
 
   “Good thoughts, I hope,” she said.
 
    
 
   I can’t do it. I can’t ignore what he said. “Do you know what a rinser is?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Did you say a rinser?” she laughed.
 
    
 
   I nodded.
 
    
 
   “What’s that then?”
 
    
 
   “My friend had this idea that..... no, forget it, it doesn’t matter...”
 
    
 
   “Tell me,” she laughed.
 
    
 
   “No, forget it....”
 
    
 
   “Come on, you can’t leave it at that,” she pleaded.
 
    
 
   “Fine, my friend said you were just being nice to men to get what you wanted.... You know, so we buy you things just because we think you like us....”
 
    
 
   Her face changed. Offended?
 
    
 
   “Nice.”
 
    
 
   “I said my friend....”
 
    
 
   “I thought we were friends.... maybe it was stupid of me but I thought we were more than friends,” she continued.
 
    
 
   John’s fucking dead.
 
    
 
   “No, no... I think the same.... just what my friend was saying.” I’m caught on the back foot. I hate being on the back foot. I should have gone with my gut and kept quiet. “I didn’t mean any offence.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll take the shoes back,” she said. “I’ll get your money back to you....”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want it, really. It’s fine. I’m fine...” I said. “I want you to have the shoes. They look good on you... it was just something my stupid friend said...”
 
    
 
   “Look, time’s up, I have to go out.... if you want your money back for the shoes, it’s not a problem... I’ll take the shoes back. I appreciate you as a friend.... more than a friend and that’s more important to me than a pair of shoes...”
 
    
 
   “Really.... please.... I don’t want the money back. Forget what I said....” I didn’t get a chance to finish what I was saying; instead she cut me off with a final ‘bye’ - a look of hurt still clearly visible on her face.
 
    
 
   I sat back, disappointed at how the conversation went. For days I had been waiting for this call. To have it end in such an abrupt manner - very disappointing. Upsetting.
 
    
 
   I flicked through to her Facebook page and put a message up on her wall - hopefully, once she’s calmed down, she’ll see how sorry I am and what I think of her. At least the phone call proved she does have feelings for me - even without the need to ask about the three kisses. Shame we didn’t have more time to talk about Alan, though. Will get to the bottom of that next time. If she allows a ‘next time’. Stupid. Of course she will; she’ll realise it wasn’t me saying it - merely commenting about what my friend had said. Friend. Yeah, okay. He isn’t a friend. Putting doubts in my mind... if he was just happy for me, like I asked, that phone call would have been completely different. No. He isn’t a friend.
 
    
 
   Hey - was nice talking. Sorry for my friend’s comments. I’ll email you about another convenient time to call.... let’s forget tonight’s call and try again. Your friendship means the world to me...
 
    
 
   I thought for a minute. She ends with three kisses.... I should too....
 
    
 
   XxX
 
    
 
   Exactly the same style which she uses. Shows we’re on the same wavelength, I hope. My emotions feel mixed. On the one hand, the disappointment about how the call went; on the other hand, she likes me. More than a friend. That’s made my day.
 
    
 
   All this time... all these mistakes I’ve made trying to find ‘The One’.... all this time, did I just need to chat to more people in a more ‘normal’ setting? Could I have avoided hurting all those women? And Vanessa - could things have been different between her and me? Could we have avoided.... well....
 
    
 
   No sense crying over spilt milk.
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m guessing the call didn’t go the way you wanted,” said John, as he walked over to my cubicle. He took a seat opposite me - completely uninvited. I was going to call in today - use some excuse as to why I couldn’t make it in. But I couldn’t - too honest, I guess. That and I didn’t want to let the others in the team down. Just hoped he’d keep his distance today. Keep away from me so I can control my desires to cause him untold pain.
 
    
 
   “Funny that,” I said. I hoped he’d sense the tone in my voice.
 
    
 
   “What happened?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t sense it.
 
    
 
   “I asked her about what you said...”
 
    
 
   “What I said?”
 
    
 
   “Rinsing guys. I asked her if she was just saying what people wanted to hear... you know, to get more from us....”
 
    
 
   “You just came out and asked it?” he laughed. Someone should probably warn him it’s best not to laugh at things I say. Unless it’s a joke, I’m telling. Then laughter is actively encouraged. Truth be told, I can get quite irritable if I do tell a joke which isn’t laughed at. “Let me guess,” he continued, “she denied it?”
 
    
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   “Quite offended, actually.”
 
    
 
   “Of course she was,” he said, “you called her for what she is!”
 
    
 
   “You’ve never met the girl,” I hissed. “Why do you hate her so much?”
 
    
 
   “Because for some reason I like you....” he said.
 
    
 
   “You like me? What - are you gay?” In my sheltered life, this was the first time I had come across a homosexual. Not entirely sure how I felt about that. And I’ve just realised how that sounded...
 
    
 
   He laughed again, further angering me. Keep it under control. Keep it hidden. His time is coming. Keep it hidden. Control.
 
    
 
   “You know,” he continued, “I don’t know.... I don’t know why I like you but I do. From the moment we were first introduced.... maybe it’s because you seem so shy.... I feel sorry for you.... in a good way....”
 
    
 
   He isn’t helping his cause any.
 
    
 
   “You pity me?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “No... I just sense you don’t have many friends...”
 
    
 
   And I sense you’re going to die a very, very painful death.
 
    
 
   “... thought I’d be your friend... and I am, which is why I don’t want to see you being hurt by some whore, on the Internet...” he finished.
 
    
 
   “Don’t call her a whore!” I yelled. I instantly calmed myself when I realised other members of the team were looking in our direction. Like it was any of their business. A flash of anger in my eyes, and they turned away - back to what was their own business.
 
    
 
   Good sheep.
 
    
 
   “You’re right, she’s not a whore.... whores at least have sex with you! You’re spending all this money on some woman who hasn’t even met up with you... you say you’re friends.... fine.... you don’t need to be spending vast amounts of cash to be friends with someone. Have you ever bought me anything?”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” I hissed. I should have called in sick. Should have kept my distance. Can’t hide this much longer. Don’t want to hide it either. Want him to see me. Want him to see me for who I really am.
 
    
 
   And, for the record, in my first week of employment - I bought him a coffee. Had I known how he was going to turn out, I wouldn’t have wasted my money.
 
    
 
   He fell silent - as though my words knocked the fight right from his mouth.
 
    
 
   Eventually he continued, “You at least got a picture of her so I can see who this girl is, who has your knickers in such a twist?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head. He’s never seeing a picture of her. There’s no need. It’s not as though he and I will be friends much longer. Besides, if I did show him a picture - he’d only stand there and judge her. People like him always judge others before really getting to know them.
 
    
 
   I wonder, had he really had the chance to get to know me... would he still have wanted to be my ‘pity friend’? Something tells me he would have run a mile. Had I let him.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got to make some calls....”
 
    
 
   I leaned forward and took hold of my call sheet. A morning of calling customers back to discuss their various claims. Not that I’m in the mood for any of their bullshit, either. Regardless, it’s better than having to listen to John.
 
    
 
   He stood up, “Fine - you do what you want and how you want - just don’t come crying to me when you realise she’s nothing more than a cunt. I warned you. I know women like her, Pete. Jesus, she’s probably already got a boyfriend...” 
 
    
 
   “Peter...”
 
    
 
   And, with that, he disappeared back to his own desk.
 
    
 
   I swiveled around in my chair, to keep my back to him. Out of sight, out of mind.
 
    
 
   John’s heart may well be in the right place. His intentions may be as nice as he is making out - he really doesn’t want to see me hurt again. So soon after my last relationship, with Vanessa, failed. But, there are ways of handling things and he is doing it all wrong. Instead of coming across as someone who actually cares about what I’m doing.... who I’m seeing... he’s just coming across as jealous. Jealous I’ve found someone and he hasn’t. At least, I don’t think he has - not like he’s spoken about a partner since I’ve known him. Maybe he is gay after all. Neither here nor there. John’s heart may well be in the right place but... soon... it will be in completely the wrong place.
 
    
 
   I tried to concentrate for the following hours on the list of telephone calls I was required to make but I didn’t even manage half of them. The ones I did make were few and far between with less than the required amount of notes taken. My boss probably won’t be thankful for the calls I made. I’d like to see them tell me so, though. My mood has not improved during the day. Went to bed last night, disappointed in Angela’s lack of response to my wall message... woke up disheartened to see she still hadn’t replied and then came to work where it seems as though John was waiting to stick his nose in again.
 
    
 
   In the last hour, I’ve decided for definite - today is my last day. Not that I’ll tell anyone. I’ll just disappear. Make sure I take the bits I want to keep, off my desk, so they don’t throw them in the bin or call me back in to collect them.
 
    
 
   I’ve also been thinking about what John said. What Angela said last night too. Did she act all offended just because I made her out as a user? Surely, if I said that to a normal woman - surely they’d be just as upset too. I’m confused. At home, it was easier when they were tied to my bed: when it was just the two of us; less complications to get in the way, less complications to confuse the issue. It was just the two of you. Together. No one else. No one sticking their nose in. If it weren’t for John, this time, I’d still be happily talking to Angela. I’d have kept my temper under control. More importantly, my dark thoughts would have remained as thoughts - at the back of my mind... not a certainty as to what’s to come in my future. Maybe I shouldn’t have changed the way I did things - should have kept taking women off the street until I eventually stumbled across the right one. Maybe I should do that with Angela.... just take her... make it so it’s just the two of us... No, I can’t. People have seen we’ve been talking on Facebook. People will put two and two together. Sure, they might not think anything of it but... if she were to suddenly vanish - if things don’t work out - they could end up knocking on my door. And there’s a dozen reasons, decomposing in my garage, as to why that would be a really bad idea.
 
    
 
   It wouldn’t hurt to follow her, though. At least that would show me whether she has a boyfriend or not. Would show whether she misses me... could even prove as to whether she’s using me. Just follow her... nothing else. Nothing else is needed. It’s not as though it’ll be hard to find her either... just take a little patience... look at the pictures on her Facebook page - she often mentions which clubs she’s at and I know for a fact she goes to one of them at least once a week... I just need to make sure I’m in the club at the same time. Get there when it opens - leave when it closes... Keep an eye on the door... Her beauty should be easy to spot when it comes into the room. The sort of girl who brightens up most rooms - if not all rooms. Yes, I’ll follow her. Just for a bit.
 
    
 
   Then I can decide as to what to do.
 
    
 
   But, the job... today is definitely my last day.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I’m both looking forward to tonight and dreading it at the same time. I’ve lost count of the number of years it’s been since I’ve last visited a club. In my thirties, I often thought they were establishments for people in their late teens and early twenties. Always worried that I’d be the old man of the group. Certainly never thought I’d find the girl of my dreams in one, gyrating her hips to whatever the youngsters are listening to these days. I sound old. Don’t be stupid. You’re not old by any stretch of the imagination. It’s just - tarts are getting younger. Sometimes, they change into a ‘tart’ just as soon as they pass through the school gates....  pulling up their skirts to make them shorter on the legs, unbuttoning more buttons on their blouses to release more of what may or may not have already developed. I shudder when I see such things. They’re asking for trouble. If I was their father...
 
    
 
   At least Angela is a woman. A proper woman. A beautiful woman. My beautiful woman? Maybe, we’ll have to see how it goes. She still hasn’t replied to my message. Been a few days now. I know she’s been online. I’ve seen her chatting with other men - thanking them for various presents they’ve purchased for her. I guess it is her birthday soon. Could be innocent enough. Hope it is. It would be nice to prove John wrong.
 
    
 
   I looked at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Looking good. Sharp, in my black suit. Haven’t worn this old thing since my days of hunting in the supermarkets. It felt weird, dusting it off. Surprised it still fit. Glad it still fit too! Didn’t have anything else to wear. Mind you, not even sure this is good enough. Not sure what they’re wearing in clubs these days. The men, I mean. Going from the pictures she uploads of herself, the women tend to wear very little. Will be hard to resist temptation. Will be hard not to just bring anyone home. I can’t do that. I owe it to myself to see it through with Angela. Try and put things right with her. After all, she’s beautiful and great to talk too. If we are meant to be together... I really want this. Ever since she put the idea into my head that there could be something between us... ever since then, I look at her as though she is mine already.
 
    
 
   Get a grip. Get a hold of yourself. She might still not forgive me for the call, the other day. Insinuating she was a rinser after I foolishly listened to John. Stupid. For all I know, this relationship is already dead in the garage; a saying I made up, when I was in one of my sillier moods. Instead of saying ‘dead in the water’. I thought it was more apt. Probably won’t be explaining it to other people, though.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: Try and get some jokes you are able to share with other people.
 
    
 
   With regards to the relationship, I hope I haven’t ruined it already. I’ll be disappointed for sure. What do I do if I do see her out, though? Normally I drug them. It’s been so long since I’ve tried real conversations in real situations, I feel out of practice: my conversations with John having already proven I’m not really cut out for ‘mixing with the general public’ - no matter how badly I want to be ‘normal’ and fit in.
 
    
 
   I wipe the shoulder of my black jacket. Dandruff. Serves me right for getting the cheap, supermarket brand of shampoo. Should have known it wouldn’t be as good as Head and Shoulders. Proves that - with some things - it’s not really worth cutting corners and opting for the cheaper of the range. I bet she doesn’t.... Angela doesn’t get the supermarket own brand. I’ll have to ask her at some point... when I’ve cleared up the mess from the Skype call. Still kicking myself over that. Shouldn’t have been brought into the conversation. It was stupid. Just the words of a jealous man. Forget about him. He’s not worth it. He’ll get what’s coming to him soon enough, but not tonight. Tonight is all about putting things right between Angela and me. At least, that’s the plan.
 
    
 
   Should I sneak some rohypnol out, I wonder? If she doesn’t listen in the club, I could always bring her home to have a conversation - away from the loud music. It would certainly be easier to have a chat here, instead of there.  Dammit, forgot about the garage. The smell. I can’t bring her here. Probably better off leaving the rohypnol at home anyway. Probably safer.
 
    
 
   Follow her home?
 
    
 
   Would that be wrong? A little bit creepy.... if I suddenly show up on her doorstep with a bunch of flowers? Flowers? Where’d that come from? We’re going clubbing... at least, I am. She may not even show up. A quick look on her Facebook didn’t give any clues as to what she was doing tonight.... a garage... an all-night garage... I could get flowers from there, to take round her house, if I follow her back. Stop it! My brain’s all over the damned place - getting jittery. Nervous energy at the thought of seeing her tonight. Need to get this under control. I checked the nightclub opening times earlier this afternoon and I still have a good couple of hours before I need to leave. Need to calm myself or I’ll be a blithering wreck when I do see her.
 
    
 
   Another final look in the mirror shows I’m ready. Can change the subject now - find something to distract myself. Find something to utilise my nervous energy. Be good to get rid of it before I go out tonight. Be ultra-cool should I bump into her. Could always start digging out the back garden... No, that’d be stupid. It’s hot outside and I’d work up a sweat. Would end up needing to get changed again! Could always have another check on her Facebook page... see if she has mentioned going out tonight yet....
 
    
 
   Thinking about it - maybe I should post a message to her wall. Maybe I should let her know I’m going clubbing tonight in her favourite club and it would be great to see her; let her know I’m there and looking forward to buying her a glass of her favourite drink... champagne, I think she said during one of our many Skype calls.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Probably for the best if I don’t post anything up. I don’t want any unwanted gatecrashers showing up. There’s obviously lots of different men who read her page. Any one of them could show up.... we don’t want that... she won’t want that.
 
    
 
   After all, any one of them could be a psycho.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s been a long night. 
 
    
 
   Disappointing one at that. 
 
    
 
   Not forgetting to mention unexpected too. 
 
    
 
   Of all the ways it could have finished, I wasn’t expecting that outcome. I’m too tired to really think about it. In my tired state I could put two and two together and get ten. Best off getting a little sleep, if I can. If my brain lets me. Talk about what I saw in the morning. Try and get to the bottom of it then. If I try now, I’ll only draw the wrong conclusions and I can already feel my anger is close to bubbling over to a point where I couldn’t control it. That would be bad for all concerned. 
 
    
 
   That’s progress.
 
    
 
   A few months ago, had I been in this situation, it would be definitely ended differently. Vanessa is testament to that. Sadly. If only I could have controlled it then, I wouldn’t be in this predicament now. Someone needs to invent a clock - one we can turn back to undo past events.
 
    
 
   Stop thinking about it.
 
    
 
   What’s done is done.
 
    
 
   I pulled the spare room’s door closed. Bathroom door is closed too. As is the computer room door. Everything’s shut. It won’t hurt if I have a lie down now. For a couple of hours, at least. Hopefully I’ll have a couple of hours to recharge.
 
    
 
   I did hit her pretty hard.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes. 
 
    
 
   Tired. 
 
    
 
   Another bad dream. Lost count of the number of consecutive nights that I’ve had bad dreams now.
 
    
 
   It’s been months since Vanessa and yet she still haunts me. Why? What made her so special? I’ve rarely given the other dates much thought at all - other than young Susie. Maybe it was the cheese I ate before turning in?
 
    
 
   Mental note to self: Don’t eat cheese before bedtime.
 
    
 
   And here was me thinking it was an old wives’ tale - cheese giving you nightmares if you ate it before bed. No choice, though. It’s already on the turn and I’d hate for it to go to waste. So much food gone off. I didn’t realise I would have been throwing so much out - or not eating it, at the very least. Perhaps it’s for the best things didn’t work out between Vanessa and I. We’d already be getting hungry. Especially given the situation with the meat, in the garage. A recipe for stomach bugs if ever I smelt one. The smell is even creeping out of the garage and taking over the rest of the house now too... should have just used short bursts of spray before - instead of leaving my finger on the trigger for so long. Would have had the same effect, I feel.
 
   Why’s Vanessa still in the forefront of my mind? She’s gone now. Another girl who said she could never love me. They’re certainly stacking up - as are their bodies...
 
    
 
   That was the old me. Vanessa made me see it wasn’t the way to meet someone; kidnapping them and asking them that question. I’ve long since given up that chat-up line. I’m a changed man. Rarely even go out. And the few bits of groceries I do choose to buy.... I do my shopping online now. Take away all of the temptations of the supermarkets. 
 
    
 
   Yep, I’m a changed man.
 
    
 
   Hell, I’ve even set up my own Facebook Profile now. Lots of pretty ladies on there, to talk to - some where they’ve set up their own page for you to ‘like’ - constantly uploading pictures of themselves wearing next to very little. One girl, a pretty little redhead - could be no more than nineteen years old. She uploaded a fully nude picture of herself. I can’t begin to describe my disappointment when her page was removed by the powers that be. Shame I didn’t get to know her sooner - could have stayed in touch. They need to be careful, though... these pretty ladies... the Internet is full of weirdos. Hiding behind a screen - people can pretend to be whoever they want. It’s not the healthiest of places to meet people, I fear.
 
    
 
   Part of me does miss my old life. It was nice frequently meeting new people. It was nicer, still, to have that little bit of hope that they might fancy you too - after the initial date. On first dates, you never really know - one hundred percent - whether you fancy someone enough to want to ‘go steady’ with them... first dates are all about testing the waters. I do miss that lifestyle sometimes. The Internet takes that away from you - the chance to meet someone face-to-face. It seems as though everyone is happy to talk to you from the relative safety of their own living room, sat at their computer table, but as soon as the time comes to meet up face-to-face - despite the promises they’ve been making throughout your long conversations deep into the cold nights.... they make their excuses. Almost as if they’re toying with your emotions.
 
    
 
   Someone told me Facebook isn’t really the place to meet someone anyway. They said I’d be better off on a dating website but, I tried that years ago when it was a fairly new craze, and can’t be bothered to go down that road again. It’s not for me.
 
    
 
   Besides, I’m fairly confident it is possible to meet someone - for real - on Facebook. I’m sure it’s possible to find a kindred spirit through talking to these girls on their home-made pages. After all, they’re only human. Why shouldn’t they see someone, who frequently writes on their wall and comments on their pictures, as a potential love interest?
 
    
 
   Yep, I’m positive it’s possible.
 
    
 
   And, as soon as she wakes up, I’ll find out for sure... speaking of which, she’s making some funny groaning noises in the room next door - a sure sign she’s coming too. This is it.... I can feel it this time. 
 
    
 
   I climbed from my bed and walked through to the landing - stopping outside of the spare room’s door.
 
    
 
   “Hello? Is anybody there? Hello? Please.... anyone?”
 
    
 
   She is awake now. At first I wasn’t sure whether I should have had a lie down, whilst she was unconscious, but I’m glad I did. Despite the bad dreams, I do feel better for it. I feel more calm and collected. She can’t get out. I knew she couldn’t. Just something inside me - a little niggling doubt in my mind... what if she could get out. After all, things were different now - since Vanessa. There are plenty of sharp things in the house which she could get hold of.... hurt herself with.... or worse still, me. But she can’t get out. Just as trapped as all the women before her. She’s not going anywhere until I say so.
 
    
 
   I stood in front of the closed door, listening to her panic in Vanessa’s bedroom... no, the spare room. The spare room. Vanessa doesn’t have a bedroom anymore. The only room she has any claim over to now is the garage, along with the rest of the whores.
 
    
 
   Listening to Angela, panicking, on the other side of the door brought memories of Vanessa crashing back into the forefront of my mind again. She sounds so similar it’s almost scary. Had I not been awake already, when she started groaning, I could have been fooled into believing Vanessa was in there and everything was okay between the two of us.
 
    
 
   I’m glad I was awake to hear her though. I’m glad I wasn’t caught off-guard. Sure, Angela is by far prettier than Vanessa... without a shadow of a doubt.... but.... Vanessa is a nicer person.
 
    
 
   Was.
 
    
 
   Vanessa was a nicer person.
 
    
 
   No. 
 
    
 
   Don’t think like that. 
 
    
 
   It’s not fair. 
 
    
 
   Give her the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    
 
   What I saw could have been entirely innocent although, given where we’ve ended up, I kind of hope it’s not innocent. Otherwise my ill-temper would have definitely ruined things for us, before they properly got started. Stupid. I thought I had it under control. I thought I was the master of it. It appears it’s the other way round - my temper is the master of me. And people like Angela have to pay the price.
 
    
 
   More so if what I saw was what I thought it was. It had to be.
 
    
 
   Couldn’t be anything else.
 
    
 
   “Hello? Please... is there anybody there? Please.... what do you want? Let me go... I won’t say anything...”
 
    
 
   Part of me missed the sounds of a delicate, female voice pleading for freedom. I even don’t mind that she sounds like a broken record this time. Nor do I mind she’s saying exactly what the other women said... if anything, along with the memories of Vanessa, it’s bringing back nice memories too. I stood for a moment longer, listening to the desperate cries from beyond the door - allowing the old memories to come flooding back to me.
 
    
 
   There’ve been so many women now. Until I stopped to really think about it - I reckon I was on the verge of forgetting at least half of them. There’s a saying ‘Gone but not Forgotten’ but... they would have been gone and forgotten. No helping that. The decomposing bodies, down in the garage, wouldn’t have offered me any memory joggers either. Girls can look so pretty when they’re alive and running around... dolling themselves up on make-up and dressing in the finest gear but... I’m yet to see a girl who makes for a pretty corpse. Vanessa was close but, even then, I still didn’t fancy her after she had stopped breathing. Who knows, had I not ruined her face my feelings may have been different for her corpse. At least for the first few days anyway. Once the smell kicks in the and skin starts to shrivel... it would take a really sick individual to find that attractive. Only a monster could enjoy the company of a corpse.
 
    
 
   And I’m not a monster.
 
    
 
   Well, I say that... but when she was first dead... still slightly warm... had her face been intact... I could have fancied her, I suppose.
 
    
 
   If it comes down to it, Angela will make for a pretty corpse. It’s just a shame I don’t feel as though I’m going to be able to keep my temper with her. The angrier I get, the more chance her corpse won’t be as pretty as it could be.
 
    
 
   “I have money....” she said.
 
    
 
   Money? Is she the first girl to have offered me money, as a way out? In all the time that’s passed, I’ve forgotten. She could well be. Not that she has any money. Not any money of her own, anyway.
 
    
 
   I put my hand on the door handle, ready to go in, and suddenly stopped myself. Not ready yet. Nowhere near prepared. Jesus, I am out of practice. Can’t go in ill-prepared. That just won’t do. 
 
    
 
   I turned back to my computer room and fetched a laptop from the side, next to where the tower is. Hopefully I won’t need the Ethernet cable from the back of the computer;  hopefully I’ve managed to set up the WiFi properly now. Tricky to start off with but I think I managed it in the end okay. Sure, it drops from time to time but, on the whole, it’s working. Nice too - meaning I can spend my evenings, in bed or on the sofa downstairs, with my laptop on my lap - still keeping the conversations going with whomever I am speaking with.
 
    
 
   If the WiFi does drop, I can always come back and get the cable.
 
    
 
   I walked back to the spare room’s door, laptop tucked under my arm. The first thing I’ll bring up is the three kisses... Just remember to stay calm - just in case I’m mistaken.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   No sooner had I stepped through the door of the spare room, she went quiet. Scared to talk on the off-chance I flew off the handle, or was she in shock at seeing me here? I sat down on the bed, where she was restrained by the tried and tested method of handcuffs around wrists and ankles, and smiled at her.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know about you,” I said, “but I always envisioned our first proper face-to-face to be a little more.... I don’t know... romantic? Didn’t you?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything. In days gone by I used to curse them for shouting and screaming at me but, I think, the silent treatment could actually be worse.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I got this for you....” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a wad of notes - tied into a neat little roll. “Fifty pounds for twenty minutes, wasn’t it?” I threw the roll of cash into her face. “I think you’ll find that covers me for a few hours’ worth of your precious time.”
 
    
 
   I felt my blood slowly starting to boil. Never a good sign. Keep it calm, Peter, keep it calm. Keep telling yourself. You are the one in control. 
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” she spat.
 
    
 
   “Let’s try and keep this friendly,” I said - leaning forward and placing my hand over her mouth. “I haven’t sworn at you so you shouldn’t swear at me.... understand?”
 
    
 
   I loosened my grip a little and she nodded. Good, she understands. Slowly, I pulled my hand away. I don’t know why but I half expected her to suddenly start shouting and screaming but she didn’t. Again.... good. It will be so much easier if she keeps quiet and speaks only when spoken too. Especially easier on my temper which means it’s easier for me to keep control.
 
    
 
   I placed the laptop on her lap and opened the screen up.
 
    
 
   “Try not to fidget too much,” I said. “I don’t want it falling on the floor. These things are expensive.... sure you know.... well, maybe you don’t.... but, I’m sure the other men on your Facebook friends list will testify to the high prices of goods such as these..... didn’t you just get given one? I mean, going by the picture - it wasn’t quite the same spec as this one... next one down, I believe, but - even so - still not cheap.”
 
    
 
   Again, she didn’t say anything.
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   I’m going to enjoy breaking this one. 
 
    
 
   I loaded up her Facebook page. “Recognise this?”
 
    
 
   She stared at me with contempt in her eyes. Such pretty eyes. I wondered how they could be capable of so much hate. Ignore it.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember the times we spoke? The pair of shoes I bought you?  You sent me three kisses....”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything. 
 
    
 
   A quizzical look on her face. Perhaps she didn’t understand that it was a question. Perhaps the punch was too hard and she was retarded now. Not sure. Still pretty, for a retard.
 
    
 
   “Three kisses? Remember?” I said, hoping to make it sound more like a question. From her silence, I would have thought she was already broken - had it not been for her outburst earlier. Maybe she needs a little prompt, “You can speak.... I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have said that. I can’t say for definite whether I’m going to hurt her or not.... still.... I didn’t promise anything.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand...” she said.
 
    
 
   “When we first spoke - you sent me one kiss....”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “One kiss, on the end of your messages.....”
 
    
 
   “So?”
 
    
 
   “That’s a sign of friendship....”
 
    
 
   “We are friends...”
 
    
 
   “Well, that’s what I thought too but then you upped it to three kisses...”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t...”
 
    
 
   I thought she might protest her innocence which is why I had her page loaded up on Facebook. I flicked back, a few pages worth, until I found the page which included the picture of the shoes I bought her. I knew our messages would be near that.
 
    
 
   “Look!” I pointed to her status update, on the screen. The one she put up soon after getting the shoes - thanking me and saying how much she loved them. “Three kisses... one, two, three.... not one.... not two, which shows we’re good friends, but three.... Count them.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong... I was just grateful for the shoes... the shoes which you bought for me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes I did buy them for you. To make you happy. You’re happy, I’m happy... I didn’t like seeing you upset.”
 
    
 
   “I am upset...”
 
    
 
   “Well, sure, you’re upset now because I’ve sussed you out... now I couldn’t care less about your feelings. You don’t care about mine....”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I do!”
 
    
 
   Of course she’s going to say she cares about my feelings. Given the situation she’s in - she’ll say anything to make me happy. Anything to calm me down. Anything to try and get herself out of the restraints. Stupid girl. I’ve seen it all before. I’ve seen it all and heard it all. Maybe I should take her downstairs - show her the garage. Show her I’m not new to this. No. There’s no need for that. It will only make her hysterical. I don’t need that. No point. It only complicates things when they get themselves hysterical.
 
    
 
   “I won’t lie,” I said, “I thought we were good friends...”
 
    
 
   “We are good friends.”
 
    
 
   Says the girl cuffed to my spare bed.
 
    
 
   “And I was fine with being friends.... I’ve been struggling to get over my last girlfriend and wasn’t ready for a relationship...”
 
    
 
   “I’m not ready for a relationship...”
 
    
 
   “You led me on... Three kisses.... the stuff you’ve been sending to these people... you’re leading them on too.”
 
    
 
   I pointed to other messages, on her Facebook wall, where she’d been speaking with other men.
 
    
 
   “They’re friends as well....” she protested. 
 
    
 
   I replied by smirking and pointing out some of the various messages - so she could see them in more detail. One message in particular stood out, from the others. It was attached to a picture of her in lingerie - the pair Alan bought her. The caption was thanking Alan for buying them for her. He replied wishing he had been the one who had taken the picture... how he’d love to have been there when she modelled them. Her reply left little to the imagination - she’d been thinking of him when she put them on and, if he wanted, she’d put them in a clear bag and post them back to him. 
 
    
 
   For a price.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to myself: Ask her, later on, why I didn’t get the same offer.
 
    
 
   She doesn’t have anything to say for herself. 
 
    
 
   Unsurprisingly.
 
    
 
   “And our Skype conversations? The stuff you said....”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “In our Skype conversations... you remember them, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   “You said we were more than friends,” I said. “You mentioned how you thought I was more than a friend... what’s more than a friend if not a partner or someone you love?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything, she just looked uncomfortable... scared... sick... pale skin... the palest I’ve ever seen it.
 
    
 
   “How many other men did you say that to? Was it any man or just any man who put his hand in his pocket for you?”
 
    
 
   “Just you,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Me? I don’t believe you!” I raised my voice a little.
 
    
 
   Don’t.
 
    
 
   Bring it down a level or two. 
 
    
 
   Don’t get angry with her. 
 
    
 
   Don’t lose control. 
 
    
 
   Be sure of what you witnessed. 
 
    
 
   This could still all work out. 
 
    
 
   Not entirely sure how.... maybe with a lot of apologising? 
 
    
 
   On both of our parts. 
 
    
 
   I fell silent and controlled my breathing, until I could be sure that - the next time I spoke - it was calm and collected so as not to frighten her anymore. I don’t want to hurt her. I just want to talk to her. Get to the bottom of what’s going on between the two of us. She just looked at me - as though she knew I was trying to calm myself down. Just looked at me, without talking just in case she angered me more.
 
    
 
   I referred her back to her Facebook page and the various three kiss messages I had spotted, “That’s not just friendship...”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never heard of the kissing thing... not until you mentioned it.... I promise...”
 
    
 
   People in Angela’s position, I’ve found, are so free with the promises they give out - the problem is, the freer they are with them... the less you’re likely to believe what they’re saying is the truth.
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m not going to try and run.... I promise....”
 
    
 
   Heard that before.
 
    
 
   “... can you just let me out of these restraints so we can talk?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “We’re talking just fine.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what you want from me,” she insisted. She’s starting to get upset now - more so than before. Her eyes are welling up. Up until this point, I thought she was handling all of this very well.... just presumed it wasn’t the first time she had been cuffed to a bed. She looks the sort.
 
    
 
   “I just want the truth, that’s all...”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been telling you the truth!”
 
    
 
   “You’re giving out mixed messages. That’s not the same... See, one minute you’re saying we are friends and the next you’re saying you thought of us as more than just friends... you can see how a man can get confused...”
 
    
 
   Watching the news, I sometimes wonder how many cases of rape are because the women deserved it. Led the wrong man on. It is easy for men to get confused. Too easy. And some of what these ladies wear, on nights out... some of the things they say.... even some of the things they do, just to get a free drink on an evening out. What chance do us men stand?
 
    
 
   “So what is it?” I asked. “Friends or more than friends....?”
 
    
 
   “I thought of you as more than a friend...”
 
    
 
   “So a partner?”
 
    
 
   “No! I thought of you as a best friend,” she said.
 
    
 
   Well, I can’t pretend that didn’t sting a little.
 
    
 
   “A best friend?” 
 
    
 
   She nodded.
 
    
 
   “But the three kisses,” I pushed.
 
    
 
   “I promise I didn’t know! I didn’t realise!”
 
    
 
   Had I read too much into the three kisses? Was it just something some girls follow? Something that not all women know about? Hard to be sure.
 
    
 
   “What about Alan?”
 
    
 
   “Just a friend!”
 
    
 
   I smiled. I can prove she was leading Alan on.
 
    
 
   “So you admit to leading him on,” I pounced.
 
    
 
   “No! No, I didn’t! Please....”
 
    
 
   “You did, though. He bought you lingerie and you said.... you told him.... when you put them on - you were thinking of him. You even offered to post them back to him after you wore them. Or are you going to tell me someone else wrote that... someone else, pretending to be you...”
 
    
 
   “It was just banter,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Banter?”
 
    
 
   “We were having a laugh.”
 
    
 
   “Where’s the joke?”
 
    
 
   “In messages, we were talking about some sites he had found... ladies charging for used underwear... We were just having a laugh...” she said, her voice shaking.
 
    
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” I whispered. “My ex lied to me... didn’t end so well.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not! Just banter!”
 
    
 
   “What’s your password?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Your password?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Really? ‘What’ is your password?”
 
    
 
   “My password?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. What is it - you say you were sending messages about these sites.... let me see.... prove to me I’m in the wrong here.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve deleted them,” she said after a pause.
 
    
 
   “There were no messages.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there were.... I promise....”
 
    
 
   Another one of these magical promises. I really should be writing these down.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. She’s not going to change her story. Probably fears how I’ll hurt her, if she does admit she was just using me. I can’t say I blame her. It’s just a shame I don’t believe her - don’t believe she wasn’t using me... using the other men on her page too. I feel she deserves what’s coming to her. I guess it was always going to end this way. Guess I was just trying to kid myself, that it could have ended nicely between the two of us.
 
    
 
   I looked down at her, on the bed, “Remember that Skype call where I mentioned my friend...”
 
    
 
   She looked at me - a blank expression on her face.
 
    
 
   “Our last conversation.... don’t pretend you don’t know. He warned me about you... warned me that you might be... what was it... rinser... warned me you might be one of these girls who just befriend men to see what they can get from them...”
 
    
 
   She nodded, “I remember...”
 
    
 
   “You were pretty offended,” I said. “Again, my apologies for that, but it was what he said - not me.”
 
    
 
   “I know. You said...”
 
    
 
   “So tell me...”
 
    
 
   She looked at me - no doubt waiting for me to finish the question.
 
    
 
   “How is John?”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   A look of horror on her face. I stood up and turned to the door - I’ll let her stew on that for a while. Give her time to think. Hopefully she’ll use the time wisely and not use it to try and think of a lie.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see, the previous night at the club. I wasn’t even entirely sure whether she was going to show up or not. I thought, though, that if she did show up... she might have done so in a group of girls - perhaps all just as pretty as her. All out for a good time.
 
    
 
   I pictured myself looking on, as they danced with each other - turning away vast quantities of men - all desperate to buy them a drink in the hope that it led onto conversation and eventual sexual activities... that’s how it works in clubs, right? From what I remember, at least. Cattle markets. 
 
    
 
   Cattle markets...
 
    
 
   That much hadn’t changed, at least. Men standing around the dance floors, drinks in their hands, watching the girls strut their stuff on the dance floor - waiting to see which ones to pounce upon. I can’t deny the pleasure I had from watching some of these men make a move, only to get rejected within minutes of using whatever opening line they attempted. Watching them made me realise what a great tool rohypnol was. Should have brought some with me. Wish I had. Could have made a killing, selling them to the rejected.
 
    
 
   I had been in the club for about an hour and a half - two hours at a push - when she came in. She was wearing the tightest of black dresses. She looked amazing. Black high heel shoes with the brightest of red soles. I remember being a little disappointed she wasn’t wearing the ones I purchased for her but, I guess, they wouldn’t have gone very well with her dress. Her dress... the way it pushed up her cleavage to make her breasts look even bigger than what they naturally were - not that they needed it. So many men turned and looked upon her, as she walked across to the bar - greeting some people as she went by... I presumed she knew them for they smiled back at her.
 
    
 
   Unlike some of the other ladies - she didn’t have a handbag with her. Again, surprised me a little considering she recently received a new one which, I thought, would have looked quite nice with her dress. But then, I’m hardly a fashion know it all. I stick with what I know works for me and rarely venture to new styles. Could only imagine where her money was tucked.
 
    
 
   I stood back, with a drink in hand, watching her chat to a male friend for a while - as she waited by the bar - trying to decide on the best opener. Unsure as to whether I should have admitted to being there just to bump into her - to put things right between us - or whether I should have pretended I was there with friends - who I had conveniently lost.... but it was then, when I was watching her, that I noticed who she was talking to...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   John looked pathetic scrunched up in the bathtub which was far too small for him - tape binding his hands and feet together, legs sticking out of the tub and head at a funny angle. Sure does look uncomfortable there. Another piece of tape across his mouth to save him from shouting out. He was awake now - unsurprisingly - his eyes wide with fear until he saw it was me... and then, I thought I saw a flash of relief in them. Relief? Was I mistaken? If it was relief... he really is a poor judge of character.
 
    
 
   He tried to mumble something through the tape. I put my finger to my lips and shushed him quiet. Crouching down to his level, I tore the strip from his mouth. Ouch. Looked like it stung. The way his face contorted, as I pulled the tape, suggested it did too.
 
    
 
   “Am I glad to see you,” he said...
 
    
 
   Really? Wasn’t expecting that. It’s funny how people have a way of surprising you. Just when you think you’ve seen and heard it all.
 
    
 
   “... quick - undo my hands.”
 
    
 
   I frowned. Does he think this is a rescue?! Is it rude to laugh?
 
    
 
   “Quick,” he repeated - holding his hands up to try and make it easier for me.
 
    
 
   “How’d you get here?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “What? Come on, Pete, I’ll explain later... just undo my wrists!”
 
    
 
   I’m not sure if this is normal. He’s the first man I’ve brought back to the house. I mean, Vanessa’s dad is in the garage... what’s left of him at least... but he was dead before I invited him in. I wonder if all men would react like this. Or, maybe... maybe it’s because he thinks we’re friends. Harsh lesson coming up, I fear.
 
    
 
   “How’d you get here?” I asked again - still making no effort to undo the tape.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know... fucking jumped from behind.... hit with something, I guess...”
 
    
 
   A brick. 
 
    
 
   Certainly quicker than rohypnol. 
 
    
 
   Truth be told, I was surprised he survived it.
 
    
 
   I had followed John and Angela out of the club - back to what I presume was her house. Couldn’t see him living there; a large house on the edge of town - miles from where we worked... no way he could afford that on his wages. No way. Hers... well, if she scams so many people... yeah, she could probably afford it okay. I waited until they were on their way to the front door - laughing... groping.... kissing.... pure coincidence that I found the brick just lying there, next to the bush. I guess it was normally used to hold the gate open. Either that or a sloppy builder left it behind when he was doing some work there. Regardless... I thought John would put up a fight if I hit her first - and a woman’s head is more delicate than a man’s.... wouldn’t want to hit that with a brick.... so I hit John with it - right in the back of the head. He went down like a sack of potatoes. She screamed and spun around to see who hit him and, with a smile on my face, I dropped the brick and punched her square on the nose - flooring her. I didn’t think I did it that hard but she went out like a light. Then it was just a question of loading them into the car and bringing them back with me.
 
    
 
   I brought the brick too - just in case John woke up. Part of me wanted to hit him again with it, at her house.... finish the job but... then I thought - what if I need to ask him a question. After all, if she wasn’t to be very cooperative with me.... I need to get to the bottom of what was happening between the three of us to decide who to punish. Was she using him, like everyone else? Was I the exception to the rule.... the one she actually cared about?
 
    
 
   “How do you know Angela?” I asked John.
 
    
 
   “Shit! Angela... she was with me... is she here? Have you found her too?!”
 
    
 
   I guess he doesn’t love her. He can’t love her if she was an afterthought. If I were in his position - I would have asked about her first. That’s love. Putting someone else before yourself.
 
    
 
   “I have her,” I said. I hoped he finally got the hint and stopped believing I was there to rescue him. Them. Early thoughts suggest I’m the only one who’ll be walking away from this. After all, he’s betrayed me by going with Angela and... Angela thinks I’m a best friend. She’s proven, already, she is of no use to me. I just want to see what John has to say before I put her out of her misery. Before I pass sentence.
 
    
 
   Pass sentence? I sound like a Judge. I’m far from a Judge. I’m an executioner.
 
    
 
   “You have her? Thank God! Well, quick.... undo these...” he held up his bound hands again. How hard did I actually hit him? Must have caused some brain damage there. “Where is she? Is she okay?”
 
    
 
   I smiled, “She’s in the next room. Pretty much the same situation you find yourself in....”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “How do you know Angela?”
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “How do you know her?”
 
    
 
   “Where is she? What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t make me repeat myself again, I hate repeating myself....”
 
    
 
   “She’s my wife!”
 
    
 
   I froze up as he continued to struggle against the tape - and his less than favourable position in the tub. His wife? Lying. Had to be. Maybe he misunderstood the question - the brickwork job on the back of his head causing him to take longer to understand the simplest of questions.
 
    
 
   “How do you know her?!” I asked again - raising my voice. I couldn’t care if she could hear us in the next room.
 
    
 
   “She’s my fucking wife! What have you done to her? If you’ve hurt her... I swear to God...”
 
    
 
   “God doesn’t exist,” I whispered. I tend not to tolerate people who have a habit of mentioning God. With everything I’ve been through in my life.... everything I’ve seen.... I know for a fact he doesn’t exist.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you! Fuck you! Let me see my wife!”
 
    
 
   I reached into the tub and grabbed him by his throat. His wife? I could throttle the life out of him right here... right now... Does he know what she does on Facebook? Does he know how she uses people to get the stuff she’s always dreamed of owning? If he knows... if he knew.... that makes him as bad as her. I released the pressure around his neck when he started to turn blue. It’s too easy for him and I still want to know what they were playing at.
 
    
 
   “I told you to stay away from her! I warned you!” he gasped.
 
    
 
   “You knew?”
 
    
 
   He nodded.
 
    
 
   “How long for?”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure whether I should feel stupid or angry. Did I really have a reason to be angry? He did warn me to keep away from her after all.... but, regardless, that means he knew what she does on Facebook. He knew that she was using people. He was part of it. The more I think about it and put two and two together.... the less stupid I feel. Less stupid. More angry. Never been in this position before but I’m pretty sure it’s acceptable to be angry.
 
    
 
   “You’d already been talking to her on Facebook when you started work. That’s why I came over and introduced myself. I recognised you. I’ve never spoken to anyone she has rinsed before and I wanted to see what made you tick - what sort of person lets someone take them for such an obvious ride....”
 
    
 
   And now I feel a little stupid too, “Obvious?”
 
    
 
   “Come on, Pete, if she liked you - she wouldn’t have charged you for the phone calls...”
 
    
 
    
 
   They say love is blind.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to chat to you to see what made you tick.... what sort of fucked up individual allows themselves to be used. But then I started to talk to you and got to like you... felt sorry for you.... on the rebound from.... what’s her name....”
 
    
 
   “Don’t even think about saying her name, she’s above you,” I hissed.
 
    
 
   “And you clearly couldn’t afford to be taken for a ride by us...”
 
    
 
   “You don’t know what I can and can’t afford...”
 
    
 
   “I know about money problems, Pete, we both do... why else do you think we started off on the Facebook idea... the bills were getting on top of us. Everything was piling up. I had lost my high paying job and ended up in that crappy little office for just over minimum wage....”
 
    
 
   He’s paid more than me. Yet, when I worked there, I clearly did more calls and yielded more results. That’s just as annoying as what I’m hearing.
 
    
 
   John continued, “She was made redundant too.  Come on, what were we to do? It was easy... so many people allow themselves to be taken for a ride just because they think they’re going to get laid by someone clearly out of their league.... I didn’t realise people would actually do it because they were looking for love.”
 
    
 
   I could see why he did it. Why they did it. It did make sense to me. But, it didn’t excuse it. Nothing he could do or say would excuse what they’ve done. I was trying my best to put the past behind me and move on but they gave me hope.... gave me hope that I had finally found what I was looking for. And then they took it again. Just like Vanessa had.
 
    
 
   “People were buying stuff left, right and centre.... those shoes you bought her.... £1,200 designer shoes... we could get at least half of that back selling them on the Internet. At least half. Angela just needed a couple of scores like that, on her page, each month and our bills were more than paid. We were just trying to survive.... Come on.... Look, we’ll forget this ever happened... we’ll get you your money back.... everything you’ve spent... everything, we’ll get it all back to you and say no more. We’ll all go our own ways...”
 
    
 
   I smiled at him, “How can you get my money back? You have no money. You’ve just said as much to me. You have nothing.... Unless, you’re going to scam more people?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t say anything - obviously sensing the danger he was in.
 
    
 
   “You say you were jumped,” I said. “I guess you could call it that... I did hit you from behind... Between you and me, I’m actually surprised you survived the hit...”
 
    
 
   “My head does hurt....” he whinged.
 
    
 
   “... I mean... you know what I hit you with?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head.
 
    
 
   “A brick, John. I hit you with a brick. I found it on your driveway, as I crept up behind you... swapped it over with the bottle I was carrying... was going to hit you with that and, again - between you and me - I wasn’t sure it was going to do the trick of knocking you out. I mean, yes, the bottle would have hurt but.... knocked you out? Not so sure... also, between the two of us - I’m not entirely sure who’d win in a fight...”
 
    
 
   “... I don’t want to fight you,” he said.
 
    
 
   “That’s nice, John. I don’t want to fight you either. I mean, we’re friends. Friends don’t fight, do they?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “We are friends, aren’t we?”
 
    
 
   He nodded, “Yes. Best of friends.”
 
    
 
   “That’s what I thought...”
 
    
 
   I leaned over next to the bath and picked up the brick, which I had brought in the night before when I dumped John in the bath, and held it high in the air....
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” he screamed.
 
    
 
   I smiled, “We’re friends, John, I’m being as friendly as I can... I’m making this quick for you...”
 
    
 
   “What did that other woman do to you, Pete? She really fucked your head....”
 
    
 
   I didn’t give John a chance to finish his sentence. There’ll be no final words of wisdom, as I brought the brick crashing down into his face. I raised it up again, high above my head once more, and thrust down onto his face. A few more blows, just to be sure. With each blow - his face got decidedly flatter and flatter with more blood splattering the white bath, and my own face. Sickening bone crunches. I dropped the brick. Out of breath.  With friends like these... Who knows, if he hadn’t reminded me of Vanessa.... hadn’t dare to speak about her.... question what she did.... I might have gone a little easier on him. Just smashed him in the face the one time. But, thinking about her... had to get the anger out of my system before going back to see Angela. Anger at Vanessa. Anger at myself.
 
    
 
   Vanessa...
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   She opens her eyes. 
 
    
 
   Truly beautiful.
 
    
 
   Sat there, cuffed to the dining room table. She looks perfect.
 
    
 
   The confused, sleepy look on her face...
 
    
 
   Maybe...
 
    
 
   Maybe I slipped her a too high dosage?
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Next time, try a lower dose.
 
    
 
   At least she’s awake now. She’s been sleeping for ages; dreaming weird dreams by the way she was twitching.
 
    
 
   She smells so good. I don’t know what her perfume is and I don’t think she’d actually tell me yet. As far as dates go - I’ve had livelier. She hasn’t even touched her meal, I’m glad I only served up the supermarket’s own brand of roast meal today. Christ, imagine if I gave her a Birds Eye meal and she just wasted that? That’d upset me.
 
    
 
   “Do I know you?” asked Vanessa.
 
    
 
   Poor Vanessa. 
 
    
 
   Disorientated Vanessa....
 
    
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
    
 
   Does she know me? It just goes to show that shop assistants, bank workers, basically anyone working with the public... It just goes to show that they don’t really like you, as they pretend they do. They just want to be your friend whilst they wait on you – getting you to spend more of your money. Bastards. 
 
    
 
   Of course she knows me!
 
    
 
   For the last four weeks she has seen me in the bank, where she worked, as I’ve been trying to sort out Internet banking. Ha! Internet banking, they say it’s a simple way to pay your bills. That all depends on which computers you use. Before I upgraded, my computer crashed constantly making any online payments a nightmare.
 
    
 
   She looks as though she has a headache, “Does your head hurt?”
 
    
 
   “Please, what do you want with me?”
 
    
 
   I want her to try and be civil and at least pretend to eat her meal. It’s a shame to waste any food, even more so as we’ll be wishing we still had the food to waste one day.
 
    
 
   “WHAT DO YOU FUCKING WANT WITH ME?”
 
    
 
   Oh God, the shouting has started. Why do they always have to shout at me? I don’t shout at them. Perhaps I should. A mental note to myself, get nasty with them. “Your meal’s getting cold.”
 
    
 
   “Please... just let me go....”
 
    
 
   She’s the same as the others. They all go the same way: starting with confusion, then to anger, to fear and finally begging me for their life.
 
    
 
   I really don’t want to have to kill her. She’s prettier than the others and the garage is getting full. That reminds me; I need to buy more air freshener.
 
    
 
   “Whatever you want, I’ll get it for you. I’ll do it for you. Please, tell me what you want and let me go.”
 
    
 
   I think this date is over, “Here, take these pills, they’ll help with your headache.” The pills are always kept in the same place on the dinner table, a small little mat next to their plastic cup of water. They always have plastic cups and plastic cutlery so they can’t hurt themselves. Or me.
 
    
 
   It makes me laugh when I give them these pills. At first they carry on jabbering away, trying to find out what is going on and then they all seem to go boss-eyed and fall face-first into their dinner. They should be grateful they are unconscious so they don’t see how stupid they look when they fall into their uneaten meals. I really should get a digital camera to take a picture of them; it could make for a funny conversation months down the line when things are cool between us.
 
    
 
   Speaking of the ‘Kodak moment’ here it comes now. Her eyes are rolling to the back of her head and a little bit of dribble is starting to form at the corner of her pretty mouth. Actually, this seems more immediate than before. Did I give her the right dosage? Maybe I should have force-fed her a little food first so they weren’t taken on an empty stomach. Black market drugs or not, these things should come with an instruction pamphlet.
 
    
 
   “I don’t feel so good,” she said. Well, actually, she’s not looking so good either... “What, what.... What have...?” Other side effects, confusion and drowsiness, it’s coming
 
    
 
   now – the classic ‘face-first into the dinner moment’ they each go through. It nearly takes the sting out of wasting the food they never touch. Nearly.
 
   Three, two, fuck. Her head went backwards! That never happens, I feel cheated! I wonder, is it malicious to paste her face with the food anyway? Restrain yourself; it’s just something else that needs to be cleaned up for her bedtime. Speaking of which, I best move her now; her throat is making a funny gargling noise with the way her head is tilted right back. I can’t believe the noise her neck made when it fell back like that. That was sick....
 
    
 
   6.
 
    
 
    
 
   The first few dates with Vanessa went the same, more or less, as the previous ones. A lot of confusion, a lot of shouting, a lot of tears, a lot of frustration on both of our parts. I’m not sure what happened to make things change by the fourth date, but I was glad they did. More to the point - I was glad I had waited to ask her the question... glad I gave her the benefit of the doubt... before putting her in the garage with the rest of them.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she had replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   She nodded and smiled, “I’d get up and kiss you but....” she had tried to lift her wrists but was stopped by the cuffs. I stood up and walked to her side of the dining room table and gave her a kiss.
 
    
 
   “You have no idea how happy that makes me,” I told her. Finally, after all of this time, looking for the one. I’ve found her. A lady who does believe she can fall in love with me - if it’s just the two of us living here, with no outside interferences. Finally. One of the happiest days of my life.
 
    
 
   “I remember now,” she had told me, “I dreamt of you...”
 
    
 
   “Me?”
 
    
 
   “The night we first met.... well.... our first night here... I dreamt of you. Slowly, it’s been coming back to me.”
 
    
 
   “What did you dream?”
 
    
 
   She smiled. I guess the smile means it was, at least, a good dream. She rattled the cuffs again, I think, to remind me I hadn’t taken them off yet. Of course, how stupid of me. Hard to hug and ‘make-up’ if they’re still on. I reached down my shirt and pulled the keys out - attached to a chain around my neck; safest place I could think to keep them. Seconds later and I had released her from the handcuffs.... and was rewarded with a tight hug.
 
    
 
   I won’t forget that hug. Our first proper hug.
 
    
 
   Following dates went just as well and soon I gave her more and more free reign of the house - allowing her to come and go into the different rooms as she saw fit. The only rooms I had kept out of bounds being the computer room and the kitchen - just in case she caught scent of the previous visitors to the house as they festered in the garage.
 
    
 
   I never thought she was playing me. All the weeks we lived together, before things took a turn, I just presumed she loved me as I loved her. The weird thing is - looking back - I don’t think I’d change a thing. Looking at John’s corpse, I wonder, was his love as strong for Angela as mine was for Vanessa? I don’t blame him for what he did... for what they both did. But it’s wrong. And for that they’ll both be punished. Don’t think she deserves to die, though.
 
    
 
   Vanessa didn’t deserve to die, either. Only myself to blame. My temper. The darkness within me. I remember the argument like it was yesterday. How it ended - I relive most nights even though I’d do anything to forget. Not forget Vanessa. I’d never want to forget her. Just what I did. If I could wipe that from my mind. That’s not saying she didn’t deserve some sort of punishment. 
 
    
 
   “You want to know how this ended?” she had spat at me, after I caught her trying to get out of the front door. Stupid girl. Even if she had access to the key, to unlock it, she wouldn’t have gotten very far after that - not with what I’d beyond the doorway. There was only one way out and I wasn’t about to tell her.
 
    
 
   I remember asking why she was trying to run; remember reminding her that she had said she loved me but she just laughed in my face. Told me she was playing the game, lulling me into a false sense of security until she could make her getaway. All the planning and effort I put into keeping her there - I can’t believe she thought I’d have left the door unlocked. Like I said - stupid. I had taken all the sharp objects from the house so there was nothing she could hurt me with but I didn’t take her words into consideration... how much it hurt when she said she had never loved me. I felt as though my world crumbled around me.
 
    
 
   “It ends with me killing you,” she had screamed, after I shoved her back from the doorway. No sooner had I pushed her back, when she ran for me with her fists clenched tight, as though she were going to try hitting me. I pushed her back again, fighting her and my own desire to hurt her as she had hurt me.
 
    
 
   Why did John dare to bring this up with me? What gave him the right to remind me of the pain that woman caused? The woman whom I loved with all of my blackened heart. I remember how it felt - my fist connecting with her face when she came at me for a third time. The force of the hit bruising my own hand, causing a shooting pain to dart up my arm. The sound of her body as she fell to the floor; the sound of her sobs through her pain...  I presumed it was pain anyway - could have been crying because I found her trying to get out. 
 
    
 
   Fuck her... I thought everything was going so well between us. 
 
    
 
   The thought of her playing games with my emotions.... my feelings for her.... I kept hearing her words again and again - how she never loved me.... was just lulling me into a false sense of security.... how it would end with her killing me... the rage and upset within my tortured soul bubbling out to the damaged surface... Sat over her - pinning her body to the floor as she thrashed around underneath my weight.... stuck.... her arms flailing around to no avail.... trying to get me off.... trying to scratch my face.... cause more pain... I remember how her eyes felt, under my thumb... soft.... delicate... I remember pushing until her arms fell to the side... pulling my thumbs from the mashed sockets.... the thumbs covered...
 
    
 
   Why did John dare bring this up? Can’t help but feel the anger bubbling up inside of me again. She made me do it, I keep trying to tell myself... she made me do it. But it doesn’t mean I don’t love her any less. She was my first true love. The first woman I have ever felt a real connection with. The first. Sure, there were others but... none who I felt as strongly about as I felt about Vanessa.
 
    
 
   It took seconds before regret filled my consciousness - taking over from the hatred and pain. Seconds. I wish I could take it all back. Not with John, though. I wish I could kill him again for making me remember in so much detail. I was doing so much better today. 
 
    
 
   I picked the brick up, from where I left it in his mangled face, and hit him again - just to try and make myself feel a little bit better. Just because I could.
 
    
 
   Vanessa deserved punishing - not killing. John deserved to die for what he and his wife have put me through.... making me think I had a chance of a normal relationship. I’m not entirely sure she deserves to die... Angela... Surely most of what she did was his idea... Surely...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   But, that’s not saying she doesn’t deserve to be punished. I’ll talk to her before deciding what to do. Deal out what I see fit, after I’ve seen what she has to say for herself.
 
    
 
   I take hold of the brick again - might as well work this anger out of my system first...
 
    
 
   A piece of John’s skull flicks out of the gaping wound in his head and hits me in the face. A little light amusement, I can’t help but laugh. See... feeling better already.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   After I had cleaned myself up - ridding myself of all traces of ‘splash-back’ from John, I ventured back to the spare room to confront Angela. I stood, a moment, before pushing the door open...
 
    
 
   She was staring right at me, eyes wide with fear, pulling against her restraints - trying to move her legs and arms. She was going nowhere. You’d think she would stop trying to squirm against the cuffs - surely it must be making her wrists and ankles that little bit more sore than need be.
 
    
 
   “What was all that noise? Where’s John? What have you done?” she asked - her voice calmer than how I expected it to be. “What was all that noise?”
 
    
 
   So busy giving John what he deserved - I didn’t think about the noise it would make. Especially doing it in the bathroom.... the acoustics in there compared to other rooms.... I guess a brick being slammed into an empty bath repeatedly would cause quite a commotion. Forget about it. I don’t have to answer her questions. I’m the one in the control here. Me. Not her. I owe her no answers.
 
    
 
   Besides, I’m pretty sure she’ll clam up if I tell her what the noise was... if I point out it was the sound of her husband having his face smashed in with a brick, stolen hours earlier from her driveway.
 
    
 
   “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   I crossed the room and sat next to her on the bed and smiled. Keep it calm. The idea of this is to get to the truth from her. Understand what she did and what part she played. Learn, no doubt, how he made her do it because it was the easiest way of them earning cash.
 
    
 
   “All the time we’re talking... all that time... we’re friends, aren’t we?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’ve already said as much.”
 
    
 
   She started to cry. Oh goody. How I love the waterworks. The problem is, when you see so many different women crying - for whatever reason - you kind of lose all sense of compassion. Whereas before I may have felt a little bad for them... now... now I just feel irritated. Like, is it really worth crying over? Jesus, imagine how she’d react if I did actually blurt out what I had just done to John. Imagine the reaction if she saw the state of the garage. That reminds me - I really do need to start thinking about digging that hole soon. So much to do, so little time.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: How much would it cost to get a builder to dig the hole with a digger? Could always tell him I’m putting in a pool. Hell, after I’m done - I could always put a pool over the top of it. That’d be nice. Relaxing. Especially with the warmer months coming.
 
    
 
   “The best of friends,” she said - breaking my line of concentration.
 
    
 
   Where was I? Ah, yes.
 
    
 
   “The best of friends,” I confirmed, with a smile, “and yet you never told me.... during any of our messages, posts or even Skype calls... you never told me that you were married. Come to think of it - I don’t think I’ve seen it mentioned anywhere on your page that you have a husband.”
 
    
 
   She fell silent.
 
    
 
   “What, nothing to say?” I asked.
 
    
 
   Not sure why but I half expected her to deny being married at all. I glanced to her hand and there was a ring on each finger - I just presumed she liked wearing rings and showing off as much as she could, at the same time. Never once thought that one of the rings could have been a wedding ring.
 
    
 
   “What have you done?” she asked - tears still streaming down her face.
 
    
 
   He told me everything but do I tell her as much? Or, is it better to hear it straight from her? Maybe what she says will be different to his version of events. Maybe it will confirm what I already know; how they used people to get expensive items... and that they sold the items on the Internet to help pay the bills.... how it was all his idea and she didn’t have any choice but to go along with it.
 
    
 
   “I want to see John!” she demanded - well, as much as anyone can be seen to be ‘demanding’ when they are restrained to a bed. And for the record, love, something tells me you really don’t want to see him right about now. Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall.... Going to take a lot of people to stick poor John back together again. I did well to hide my smile, and not laugh, when I considered how John could be packaged up as an adult-jigsaw puzzle.
 
    
 
   One for the family to play around the table come Christmas.
 
    
 
   “I want to see John!” she yelled.
 
    
 
   Interesting. Where did that come from? One minute so quiet, timid... upset.... the next she’s getting more aggressive and demanding. If that carries on, I’ll be forced to put a stop to it.
 
    
 
   “He told me everything,” I said - ignoring her demands. She fell silent once more. “Is it true?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything. She didn’t try and deny anything and neither did she confirm anything. Just stayed silent. I can say, hand on heart, I definitely hate the silent treatment more than the ‘broken records’ I normally had to listen to in these situations.
 
    
 
   Perhaps she needs a little lie from me, to help her open up, “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
    
 
   I’m not entirely sure how sincere I sounded but, can’t say I didn’t give it my best shot. She starts to cry again. A cry because she knows I’m lying or a cry of relief - believing I’m not going to hurt her?
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say,” she whimpered.
 
    
 
   “I want you to tell me the truth.... what are you doing on your Facebook page? Are you making friends or are you using people?” I whispered, trying to show her that I’m calm.
 
    
 
   She hesitated, “We needed the money.”
 
    
 
   Well, so far so good - matches up with his version of events.
 
    
 
   “People buy the stuff and....” she hesitated...
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” I lied, “he’s already told me everything - I just want to hear it from you...”
 
    
 
   “They think we’re going to become an item.... or that I’ll sleep with them....” she cried. She looked embarrassed. Ashamed of what she had been doing. The problem was - she was only starting to feel shame because they had been found out. Beforehand - she hadn’t cared. If I didn’t pick them up on this scheme they were running, she’d still be at home now - playing with the emotions of others.
 
    
 
   “They get the wrong end of the stick... like I did...” I helped her along.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So then what?”
 
    
 
   “They buy me expensive gifts....”
 
    
 
   “Like shoes,” I smiled. “Go on...”
 
    
 
   “And we sold them online... we needed the money!” she insisted.
 
    
 
   “See, this house... this house belonged to my mother. By the time she... died. The mortgage was already paid. I was lucky, I guess... in some respects. But the day-to-day utility bills... they’re expensive... keep going up. Sure, I had some savings - a lot of which I spent on you admittedly....”
 
    
 
   “We’ll pay you back, I promise...”
 
    
 
   “Ssh,” I rested my hand against her mouth - she made no effort to fight me off; a true submissive. “But I understand your need for cash. I understand. My money went down quicker than I expected. Even if I hadn’t met you - the money I had stashed to one side  wouldn’t have lasted long. And my mortgage is paid, like I said. Can only imagine how hard it must be for you two...”
 
    
 
   “He lost his job...”
 
    
 
   “Yes, he said, and then he went and got a rubbish job working for a dodgy insurance company...”
 
    
 
   “The money wasn’t enough...”
 
    
 
   “Could have sold your house, moved somewhere smaller.... somewhere where it was easier to pay the bills... you know...  downsized... I mean, I’d have done the same but this house... so many memories here that I just can’t seem to bury... makes it harder for me to move on. But, do you know what I did?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head.
 
    
 
   “I got a job.”
 
    
 
   She started to cry again.
 
    
 
   “You see, there are always options,” I said. “Do you realise how horrible it is when you realise someone has just been toying with your emotions.... how worthless you feel, when you see someone has just been using you to get what you want? You feel like scum. You feel pathetic.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I expect you are. But sorry doesn’t seem to cut it. You didn’t have to listen to him....” 
 
    
 
   “Who?”
 
    
 
   “John - you could have told him it was a stupid idea and how he should have stepped up and got another job... or a second job to go with the Insurance company...”
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t his idea.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I set it up whilst he was at work - just to see if I could pull it off.... it took a couple of days before I saw any results and, as soon as the gifts started coming in, I showed him...”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “At first he was angry with me - he said it was immoral and how he’d make things work but.... more bills came through which we couldn’t pay.... I told him I could carry on with the page.... It was my idea...” She pulled herself together and stopped crying. “It was my idea...”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   7.
 
    
 
    
 
   I feel as though I’ve been too strict on the wrong person. Perhaps I should have just given John a ticking off, before sending him on his way with a clearer vision of what’s right and wrong.
 
    
 
   Angela, with her beauty, looks as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. She certainly doesn’t look as though she’d be the sort of person to take advantage of others like that.... No, I still don’t believe it. She knows I have John. She doesn’t know he’s already dead. She’s probably just trying to protect him. Love. Love would make her want to protect him. Save the one you love. Or is all that self-sacrifice rubbish just for the movies? Maybe it really was her idea and she’s far more poisonous than I could have ever imagined.
 
    
 
   In some respects, she’s worse than me. I don’t use people.
 
    
 
   I wish I had never had the misfortune to stumble across her page. Still, no sense wishing for the impossible. At least I have a chance to put this right, though... and it made me realise I’m not ready for society yet... I’m not ready to get out there and meet people, work in a normal job... I can’t do it. This whole unpleasant situation has made me realise what I am.
 
    
 
   I am a Monster.
 
    
 
   All this time I’ve been looking for happiness. Looking for my One True Love. People like me, we don’t deserve it, though. We don’t deserve to be happy. We don’t deserve a Happy Ever After. All the times I’ve tried to get it and failed. Worse still, the times I’ve come so close only to fail at the last minute... I’m being punished. Punished by God because he knows of my true monstrous nature. And here was I thinking, once, that God was dead. Maybe he’s not dead? Maybe he just doesn’t talk to people such as myself - preferring, instead, to remain unseen in the shadows - cursing us from a safe distance.
 
    
 
   And, if I don’t deserve happiness and the life I’m desperately seeking - what’s the point of going on? Where’s the sense in continuing to push for it if, each time I come close, I’m only going to get hurt instead of the love I seek. 
 
    
 
   There is no point.
 
    
 
   I don’t want to live like this. Being punished by an invisible force. I haven’t done anything to deserve it, have I? The people who I’ve.... not got on with. They were bad people too. They were liars. They were cheats. They were scum. Surely, they don’t count as normal people. Surely, for monsters such as myself, they’re fair game. It’s acceptable to help them on their way to meet their maker.
 
    
 
   I’m ready to meet my maker. I wonder, though, whether he’s ready to meet me... Somehow, I think not. And, at least I won’t have to dig that hole in the garden. A lot of effort if I’m never allowed to meet the woman of my dreams. Something to think about, I guess.... first, I have work to do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened the door to the room, with Angela still on the bed. She isn’t squirming anymore. Probably resigned to the fact she isn’t going anywhere. She didn’t even say anything to me, as she has done the previous times I’ve walked into the room. Finally realised there’s no point. I’m not listening. Listening even less now I know it was all her idea, in the first place. A poisonous woman, the worst I’ve met so far.
 
    
 
   I pushed a two drawer pedestal into the room, taken from my computer room, and she instantly starts to squirm around when she sees what’s on top of it - a silver tray filled with various sharp tools.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, “I’m not going to kill you.”
 
    
 
   My words didn’t look as though they offered her any comfort whatsoever. 
 
    
 
   “I worry that, if I let you go, you’re going to carry on scamming people - using men to get what you want... fooling them into thinking you actually care about them... that you might actually love them as they love you.”
 
    
 
   “I won’t, I promise... I won’t....” she said - squirming, once more, against the restraints.
 
    
 
   “I know,” I whispered.
 
    
 
   I know now that I am a Monster. John and Angela helped me come to terms with this, in their own way. I have them to thank. I won’t kill Angela. I won’t do it. But, at the same time, I can’t allow her to carry on leading men on. It’s not fair. It’s not right. And if I am punished for how I act - it’s only fitting she is punished too.
 
    
 
   “They say beauty is in the eye of the beholder...” I said.
 
    
 
   I positioned myself so I was sat across her chest. My crotch facing her face.
 
    
 
   “And you truly are beautiful. I’m curious, though, how do you see others who look upon you?”
 
    
 
   “Please don’t....”
 
    
 
   My hands either side of her face. With my thumbs I stroked her cheeks before sliding my thumbs over to her eyes.
 
    
 
   “How do you see people?”
 
    
 
   Gentle pressure to start off with. I don’t want to do what I did to Vanessa. That was a lesson learnt - pushing right through to her brain. This time my thumbs slowly went in, by the corners of the socket.... enough so that I could hook around her eyeballs with my thumbs.... once hooked - a gentle tug to pull them from her pretty face. I won’t lie - not the nicest of feelings and, going by her screams, I’m guessing she wasn’t having much fun either.
 
    
 
   With her eyes in my hands, I couldn’t help but give them a little squeeze - curious as to whether they’d pop or not. Disappointingly they didn’t.... I turned back to her... lying there.... shivering.... shaking.... crying.... Can’t imagine the pain she is in.
 
    
 
   “How do you see people now?” I asked.
 
    
 
   The problem is - once she’s cleaned up and had a chance to adapt to being blind, she could still attract people. She’s still pretty. I mean, admittedly she’ll need to wear sunglasses but... she could still look pretty.
 
    
 
   I turned to the tray upon the pedestal and picked up a small surgical knife, which I had retrieved from the garage earlier. As she can’t see what’s coming, I wonder if I should warn her before I make the first cut?
 
    
 
   Naturally her scream was ear-piercing when I made the first incision - slicing down her face from her hair line to her chin. Good job I live out in the middle of nowhere. Couldn’t get away with this if I lived in the middle of town. Another scream as I made another cut, in the same fashion, down her face. And again, another scream with another cut. I’m surprised she hasn’t passed out yet. Early days though. So much to do.
 
    
 
   With a series of cuts going down her face, it just left two more needed - one across the top of all of the other cuts and one across the bottom. Needless to say, they didn’t take long to complete and she screamed the house down again. Really... I can’t imagine the pain. But, I’m saving her. I’m saving her from the temptation of leading men on again. Rinsing them. She won’t be able to do any of that, by the time I’m done. Nor will she want too.
 
    
 
   Her face is getting too bloody now. It’s hard to make out what I am doing properly. Sure, it doesn’t need to be precision slicing but it would still help that I could see what I was doing. I tore her dress off her, using the blade to help cut the straps across her shoulder.
 
    
 
   Damn.
 
    
 
   Forgot how good she looked with nothing on but lingerie.... should have fucked her first. I could have got away with it now.... now I know I am a Monster. No point dwelling on it now. She’s not exactly looking hot to fuck right about now.
 
    
 
   I used the dress to mop the blood from her face. Good. I can see clearly now... I laughed to myself - got that song in my head now...
 
    
 
   I peeled back the top section of skin, on the first strip I had prepared and started singing, “I can see clearly now the rain has gone.... I can see all obstacles in my way....”
 
    
 
   Forgot how much I loved that song.
 
    
 
   A quick tug and the strip comes off in one. Expertly done! Another ear-piercing scream which suddenly stops short as she passes out. Ah well, I’ve started now - may as well finish...”
 
    
 
   Another strip is ripped from her once pretty face.
 
    
 
   And another.
 
    
 
   The fourth comes off cleanly, leaving no skin behind. I’m getting good at this.
 
    
 
   A quick wipe down of the blood on her face and I start with the final two pieces. Jinxed myself, the final piece wasn’t as clean. Not important, I guess, the rest of them are enough.
 
    
 
   I’m still not satisfied though. She’s good with words too. Could always type to the people. Type messages of encouragement to them, tricking them into thinking she likes them.
 
    
 
   Can fix that too.
 
    
 
   I dropped the knife onto the pedestal and took hold of the garden shears. I was going to take my time over this, do one at a time, but it seems pointless now she’s unconscious. Don’t want to wait for her to wake up either - on the off-chance she doesn’t. Not entirely sure how this is going to pan out. She doesn’t look well, sure, but I don’t know whether it’s enough to actually kill her. Pretty sure it isn’t. I did say I wasn’t going to kill her.
 
    
 
   I shrugged and lined up the blade of the shears with her fingers. Her fingers look tiny.... fragile.... next to the blade. Didn’t realise before how pretty her nail varnish is - a bright pink colour. Really suits her. I shrugged again and slammed the handle of the shears together - forcing the blades to close and her fingers to drop to the floor. On the next hand, I do the same but this time I left out her thumb and the little finger. She’ll need them for the choice I’ll give her later - when she wakes up.
 
    
 
   If she wakes up.
 
    
 
   I wonder if normal salt works the same way as smelling salt. Should have Googled that before I started. Mind you, I didn’t think she was going to pass out.
 
    
 
   Nearly done now. Just one more thing is bugging me. She could still talk to the men, over the phone. Her voice is sweet. Her tone soft and delicate. The kind of voice you can’t help but fall in love with. I can’t allow it.
 
    
 
   I’m punished for what I do.
 
    
 
   She’s punished for what she does.
 
    
 
   That’s how it works.
 
    
 
   All Monsters are punished.
 
    
 
   I opened her mouth. Too small to get the garden shears in and I left the scissors downstairs. I wonder, are they needed? Never tried this before either. I reached into her mouth and took hold of her tongue - the best I could, given the space I had to work with.
 
    
 
   Not entirely sure how this will work out.
 
    
 
   Feels strange. 
 
    
 
   Squishy.
 
    
 
   I closed my eyes, feeling slightly repulsed with what was to come. All things considered - not entirely sure why this bit repulsed me so much... considering the things I’ve seen and done. 
 
    
 
   “It’s going to be a bright, bright sunshiny day.....” I sang to myself as I tugged as hard as I could. Words can’t describe the ripping noise which accompanied the tongue being torn from the mouth, along with the strange gurgle from her mouth. Instantly, I dropped the tongue on the floor. I won’t lie, that one freaked me out ever so slightly. Jesus, I feel stupid. And a little bit sick...
 
    
 
   “Come on, pull yourself together,” I told myself.
 
    
 
   I stood up and bent over - allowing the sickness feeling to pass through me. That was disgusting. I won’t be doing that again. I feel good, though. Good that she can’t use her charms or looks to lie to any more men. I wish someone had done this to her before I had met her. Would have saved me a lot of heartache and pain... and I could have saved a little more space in the garage instead of having to find room for John.... and maybe Angela... I’ll give her a choice when she wakes up - put the knife in the two digits I left her with. Then it’s up to her. She can live on like this - knowing she can’t hurt anyone - or she can die and join John on top of the others. I said I wouldn’t kill her.
 
    
 
   No sense waiting. Dragging it out. Best get it done. Then I can decide on what I want to do. Whether I want to carry on being punished for my choices or whether I want to meet the maker too...
 
    
 
   I approached the bloody mess that was Angela and gently slapped her in the face, “Wake up, sleeping beauty...” I said. In ‘Sleeping Beauty’ I’m sure she is woken from her slumber by a kiss from Prince Charming. I could get away with playing the part of Price Charming, I reckon, but this is one sleeping beauty who isn’t getting a kiss from me. I tapped her again... wake up....
 
    
 
   Slowly she started to stir.... another gentle tap to encourage her.
 
    
 
   No sooner was she awake, she started squirming and writhing around on the bed - like a woman possessed. Screaming as best as she could without a tongue in her pretty little mouth.... trying to speak, shout... curse? Not sure... obviously in so much pain. I wonder, though, whether the pain she is in is as much pain as she caused the men she led on? To be fair, it’s probably worse but this was deserved. She brought this upon herself.
 
    
 
   “Ssh!” I said - curious as to whether she was going to be able to cry now that I had taken her eyes.... will tears still fall? “Listen! In a minute, I’m going to give you a knife... it’s up to you what you do with it... I’ll put the keys to your restraints in the actual locks.... you can choose to let yourself out or you can choose to end your life.... whatever you want... but know this - if you free yourself you’ll live on... a freak.... ugly... a mess... You won’t be able to trick anymore men into forking out money on the off-chance you’ll sleep with them.... you won’t be able to make a living like that... you’ll have to live on benefits... given because people feel sorry for you... maybe extra support from charities - all keen to be seen to help the freak.... it’s your choice...”
 
    
 
   As she continued to writhe around in pain, I did as I told her. I put the keys into the various locks on the cuffs. All she had to do was twist them in their place and the restraints would pop off. The hand, where I spared the digits, I released from the cuffs completely before pressing a knife between her two bloody digits - careful to step back as I released just in case she took a swing. Vanessa’s words in my mind.... how she was going to kill me.... I wasn’t about to take any chances with Angela having a go.
 
    
 
   I stood back and watched for a while. She didn’t do anything other than gnash her teeth and writhe around. Probably needed some time to adjust. I’ll give her that time, I thought.
 
    
 
   I turned to the pedestal and pushed it back into the computer room. Hard to deny feeling good about what I’d done. Like I said, if I am being punished, it’s only fair that she is too - just as I had punished John. Accomplices don’t get any forgiveness just because they aren’t the main instigator.
 
    
 
   With the task completed I couldn’t help but think of my own situation and what I was going to do now. Still haunted by Vanessa, did I really want to go on, desperate for what I couldn’t have? No, I don’t think I do. What’s the point of living when your goal is unobtainable? Working nine to five in a job you hate just to make ends meet and not getting what you want in the meantime... what’s the point. It’s no wonder there are so many suicides each year. No wonder.
 
    
 
   I don’t see why I shouldn’t become just another statistic....  just another... what’s that?.... Something caught my eye on the computer screen...
 
    
 
   Oh, I have a friend request.
 
    
 
   I clicked on it.... not entirely sure how she knows me... Not that it matters.... she’s pretty...
 
    
 
   I clicked on ‘approve’.
 
    
 
   I’m sure we’ll have loads to talk about.
 
    
 
   ~ END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ALL GOOD THINGS
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dark.
 
    
 
   Good.
 
    
 
   It’s better in the dark.
 
    
 
   Easier.
 
    
 
   Less chance of being spotted.
 
    
 
   Raining too. 
 
    
 
   Sheets of rain.
 
    
 
   Not so good. 
 
    
 
   On the plus side it helps distort the view of my car. Just in case people notice it. Hasn’t happened yet.
 
    
 
   Lucky, I guess.
 
    
 
   Or good at choosing the best places to strike.
 
    
 
   Downside to the rain - could mean the streets are quieter than they would normally be.
 
    
 
   As long as there’s one out.
 
    
 
   I don’t need groups.
 
    
 
   If anything - the fewer people on the streets, the better.
 
    
 
   Maybe the rain is okay.
 
    
 
   There’ll always be one.
 
    
 
   Always one desperate enough to brave the weathers.
 
    
 
   I flicked the switch, on the left of the steering wheel, turning the indicator on. A few more yards and I turned right, into the industrial area. So crappy outside, even the burger van hasn’t made an appearance.
 
    
 
   Good. I always worry when I see them.
 
    
 
   I see them.
 
    
 
   They see me.
 
    
 
   Not that they seem to care.
 
    
 
   I drive deeper into the industrial estate.
 
    
 
   Eyes are peeled.
 
    
 
   High beams on.
 
    
 
   Can see further now.
 
    
 
   Can see her.
 
    
 
   Standing under a lamppost. 
 
    
 
   I drive closer.
 
    
 
   She sees me.
 
    
 
   I see her. 
 
    
 
   Stood there, shivering. Her arms are folded. Short leather jacket wrapped around herself. Short black skirt barely covering her arse, let alone her legs which are exposed to the winds. Her wet hair is stuck to her face. She looks a state. 
 
    
 
   Probably not had a fix for a while now. 
 
    
 
   She looks desperate. 
 
    
 
   She looks perfect.
 
    
 
   I slowed the car down until I was parked against the kerb, on the opposite side of the road. A quick look in the rearview mirror and out of the windows... I can’t see anyone else.
 
    
 
   She’s alone.
 
    
 
   I can’t see her face. It’s raining too heavily. But, I can see she’s coming over to the passenger side of the car. I turned the light on - an invitation for her to climb in, which she took. She closed the door behind her.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” she purred through her shivers.
 
    
 
   I flashed her a smile.
 
    
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
    
 
   I held up a roll of notes. A bigger note on the outside of the roll to give the impression there was more money than there actually was. She took the roll from my hand and slipped it into her coat pocket without counting it. She didn’t care about the exact amount. She knew. She knew it was enough for another fix. One at least.
 
    
 
   “So what can I do for you?” she asked again.
 
    
 
   “I want you to join me for a Birds Eye Roast...” I said. 
 
    
 
   She looked puzzled.
 
    
 
   “At my house... I just want some company for the evening. There was more than enough money there to cover a busy night. Gets you out of the rain, somewhere warm... some food.... a different form of company. What do you say?”
 
    
 
   She paused for a moment. A slight hesitation before, “Okay.”
 
    
 
   “Safety first,” I said.
 
    
 
   Again, she looked at me with a look of confusion. I pulled on my own seat belt - showing her that I was wearing it. She took the hint and pulled her own belt around her slim body, clicking it into place.
 
    
 
   Here we go again, I thought.
 
    
 
   It feels like it has been ages. 
 
    
 
   I did a three-point turn and left the industrial estate via the same roads I used to get in. I chose the long way home - not because I want to delay my date... just, the longer it takes to get home - the less chance she’d have of remembering the route and finding her way out.
 
    
 
   “Horrible weather,” she said.
 
    
 
   I looked at her - a girl normally bought for services other than her conversational skills. The other girls made more of an effort. Maybe she’s just a slow-starter. More used to sucking on cock than engaging her tongue for other purposes. She’d better open up a little. If not.... 
 
    
 
   She’ll get the own brand microwave meal.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood in the kitchen, watching the supermarket’s own brand of roast meal whirling around in the microwave. Just a couple of minutes left and it’s already looking good.
 
    
 
   Apart from the carrots. 
 
    
 
   They’re already starting to shrivel up. 
 
    
 
   Everything else is looking good though. 
 
    
 
   Can always bin the carrot.
 
    
 
   “You have a...” the girl called from the other room. A slight pause before she finished, “... nice... house.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said out of general politeness. 
 
    
 
   Manners cost nothing.
 
    
 
   The girl hasn’t opened up as much as I had hoped on the way home. 
 
    
 
   She’s just one of many street-girls I’ve brought back here. I feel sorry for girls like her - trapped in their own pathetic existence. They let horny men take advantage of them just so they can fund whatever addiction they have. Nine times out of ten the girls admit to liking crack, when we talk.
 
    
 
   One of them even offered me a sample.
 
    
 
   A sample I declined. 
 
    
 
   Bringing the girls back here, off the streets for the night, is my way of treating them right. Letting them have a night off, a nice meal... some cash without having to sell themselves. I don’t hurt them. I’m not a monster. They’ve been hurt enough. They don’t deserve the wrath I have learnt to dish to the most deserving of women... women like Angela. These girls aren’t like her. They’re just trying to survive and I like to think I’m helping them. 
 
    
 
   They’re helping me too. 
 
    
 
   This house gets lonely. 
 
    
 
   For one night, whilst they’re here.... it’s a little less so.
 
    
 
   “How long have you lived here?” she called out.
 
    
 
   “Long as I can remember,” I said.
 
    
 
   The microwave pinged. 
 
    
 
   First meal ready. 
 
    
 
   I pulled it from the microwave and left it to the side, so it could cool down for the recommended time period, whilst I cooked the second meal. 
 
    
 
   She can have the first one, I think it looks a little overcooked. 
 
    
 
   I don’t like it like that.
 
    
 
   “It’s quiet,” she shouted.
 
    
 
   Just as well, I thought, all things considered.
 
    
 
   “You live here by yourself?”
 
    
 
   I wish she’d wait until we were in the same room. There’s nothing more annoying than a person who continually shouts at you from out of the room; half the time you end up having to repeat yourself because they don’t hear you.
 
    
 
   “Sort of,” I replied anyway.
 
    
 
   “What was that?” she called out.
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer again.
 
    
 
   One more minute before the dinner’s ready.
 
    
 
   My stomach rumbles in anticipation.
 
    
 
   I crossed the kitchen to where I had some plates waiting - prepared earlier, before I collected my date, to save some time - took hold of one and moved it across to where her meal was waiting. Using a pair of scissors, taken from the top drawer just underneath the kitchen worktop, I cut the cellophane wrapper from the meal. With that wrapping off I simply moved the plastic tray packaging, which the food is cooked in, across to one of the plates. I don’t bother tipping the food out. No point. I quite like using the trays. It keeps all of the different food groups separate. Saves any cross-contamination with regards to the taste. After all, if we’re eating peas... we don’t necessarily want to be tasting carrot.
 
    
 
   Not that I think she’ll be eating these carrots.
 
    
 
   Now the cellophane wrapping is off -  I can see just how overcooked they are.
 
    
 
   Oh well, no one ever got ill from eating food which had been overcooked.
 
    
 
   I think.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: Google that later.
 
    
 
   The microwave pinged - the second meal was ready.
 
    
 
   I won’t bother leaving this one to stand for the recommended minute, because it’s mine. By the time I’ve taken it through, served up some drinks - orange squash, I think - I’m sure a minute would have gone by. Even if it hasn’t, I like food to be piping hot.
 
    
 
   Just as I had before, I cut the cellophane wrapping from the second tray and slid it onto the spare plate. I’ll take her meal through first. Ladies first, and all that. I picked the first plate up and walked it through to the dining room where she was sat waiting. She smiled as I entered the room.
 
    
 
   I still can’t get used to seeing women in my house without restraints.
 
    
 
   It’s strange.
 
    
 
   Nice though.
 
    
 
   “It smells nice,” she said as I put the plate down in front of her.
 
    
 
   “Can I get you something to drink? Some squash?”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine, thank you...”
 
    
 
   Good job I wasn’t counting on drugging her. That would have been an issue.
 
    
 
   I turned back to the kitchen to fetch my own dinner. Straight there and straight back - it didn’t take long - I sat down opposite her.
 
    
 
   “Tuck in before it gets cold,” I said knowing full well that her meal could well be cold already. I didn’t touch my cutlery until she started - which, thankfully, didn’t take long. I guess standing in the rain all night builds up an appetite.
 
    
 
   “So do you live here by yourself?” she asked - chewing with her mouth open. It’s like looking into a washing machine.... except this particular washing machine has mashed up bits of food mixed with saliva, instead of clothes. I forget, these girls aren’t known for their manners and decent upbringing.
 
    
 
   “Sort of, you could say that...”
 
    
 
   Just me, a few women and a couple of men in the garage...
 
    
 
   “Must get lonely out here,” she said.
 
    
 
   I smiled, “That’s why I like to see girls like you...”
 
    
 
   “So are we going to fuck then?”
 
    
 
   I stopped chewing my food and gave her a stern stare. She stopped chewing as soon as she noticed - which happened to be a few seconds later.
 
    
 
   “What did I say?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t bring you here for that...”
 
    
 
   “I just thought...”
 
    
 
   “I thought you’d like a night off from men taking advantage of you,” I said. “I thought you might prefer some nicer company... some food.... a night off.... I explained in the car...”
 
    
 
   A night off.
 
    
 
   A treat.
 
    
 
   From me.
 
    
 
   A Monster.
 
    
 
   To them.
 
    
 
   The Victims.
 
    
 
   They allow men to take advantage of them because these girls are desperate to feed their addictions. I can’t punish the men like I can punish the rinsers, like Angela... They’re harder to catch. More chance of being caught. No. I can’t punish the men but I can give the girls a night away from them. It’s not a lot but it’s better than nothing.
 
    
 
   “But...” she said after a slight pause, “... what do you get?”
 
    
 
   I continued to eat my meal, “I get some company for the evening.”
 
    
 
   A night off for me too.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you just go out and get a girlfriend if you’re lonely?” she asked. I don’t think she was purposefully being difficult or obnoxious. I just think she was curious. Obviously not used to strangers coming into her life with kind gestures such as this. “Surely it would be better.... you’d get company all of the time then.... and it wouldn’t cost you as much.” She smiled.
 
    
 
   “I’m not cut out for love,” I said. It still hurts to think that people, such as myself, aren’t allowed to Love. Whatever we try to do, to find it.... we’ll never be allowed to feel its warm embrace.
 
    
 
   I had long since stopped looking.
 
    
 
   Given up.
 
    
 
   Come to terms that I’ll never find it and it will never find me.
 
    
 
   Embraced my true nature.
 
    
 
   Now I fill my time more constructively.... finding women, on the Internet, like Angela.... finding them and stopping them from hurting men. Maybe, through my actions and the punishments I dish out... maybe I’ll help some other people stand more chance of finding their true love instead of being used... taken for a ride.
 
    
 
   I’d like to think so.
 
    
 
   Whenever I’m lonely.... 
 
    
 
   Whenever I need company.... 
 
    
 
   Nice company.... proper company.... 
 
    
 
   I find a woman like the one sat opposite me. Pull them from their fucked up lives for one night... pull them away, show them that not all men are evil or wanting to take advantage of them... and then I send them on their way. Who knows, maybe when I take them back.... maybe they decide not to follow their career path anymore. Maybe they choose to go and find a decent man, like me.
 
    
 
   Yes, I’d like to think so.
 
    
 
   Saving these women....
 
    
 
   Saving men, such as I used to be....
 
    
 
   That’s my redemption.
 
    
 
   “This is nice,” she said as she took another mouthful - thankfully changing the subject to something less raw. “Is it Birds Eye?”
 
    
 
   I laughed.
 
    
 
   A win for the supermarket’s own brand.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   When it was time to take my guest home, I drove her the usual route which I had taken previous visitors. Longer than was entirely necessary. More windy roads than were actually needed.
 
    
 
   I liked to choose girls, such as tonight’s guest, not just because of their need for saving... but.... they weren’t as switched on as ‘normal’ ladies - the sort of woman you’d find using her brainpower slaving away in an office environment, for example.
 
    
 
   That’s not to say the street-girls were thick... not all of them at least; some of them were definitely the shallow end of the human gene pool... one step up from a chimpanzee... it’s just... they tended to pay less attention to where they were... So long as they had their fee. They didn’t care where they got down to business. Even so, I usually took the longer and more confusing routes to and from the house.... just in case one of them was a little more switched on than the other ladies. I wouldn’t want one of them remembering the way. Wouldn’t want a knocking on the front door - halfway through the night - as they stand outside begging for a place to crash for the night.
 
    
 
   Always the long routes back.
 
    
 
   Better safe than sorry.
 
    
 
   This girl, all things considered, appeared to be one of the smarter ones when we had managed to get a proper conversation flowing earlier in the evening. Her only downfall was her lack of social etiquette but who am I to judge on that? At least she tried... when she found herself to be comfortable with me... even ended up to be adequate company too - something I feared she wouldn’t be, when I originally started to drive her home.
 
    
 
   Nothing worse than when you collect a girl who’s shy. You’d think a girl, of that nature, would be non-existent considering what they do for a living. I would have thought most of them would have had the shy fucked right out of them.
 
    
 
   A funny breed - the human race.
 
    
 
   I pulled up alongside the kerb from where I had originally collected her only hours earlier and turned the interior light, of the car, on so she could see what she was doing.
 
    
 
   “Well, thank you...” she said with a genuine smile on her face.
 
    
 
   I smiled back, “My pleasure.”
 
    
 
   She laughed, “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to do next... do I just get out or can I at least give you a kiss?”
 
    
 
   I’d love nothing more than a kiss. Even from a girl such as this one - a potential carrier of Death. It’s been so long since I’ve had a real kiss. One which wasn’t stolen whilst the beauty was sleeping. I licked my lips. Her lips do look plump. Moist. Kissable... No.
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “You just get out,” I said. I looked away - back to concentrating on what was in front of my battered old car.
 
    
 
   “Oh... right...” her voice - she sounded... disappointed. “Well, thank you for a nice evening,” she said.
 
    
 
   As much as I wanted a kiss, I couldn’t afford one. I knew I’d have wanted more than that. It would have made me crave the unobtainable again. Would have made me want a relationship... not necessarily with her but.... in general... I didn’t want to be reminded of what I was missing.
 
    
 
   “Not a problem,” I said. I didn’t want to appear completely cold. I turned to her again. She was looking prettier now, than she had appeared to me before. Earlier I could see nothing but the filthy streets on her but now - now I had given her a chance to get away from them for a while. I was starting to see the girl... how she might have looked before the streets ruined her.
 
    
 
   Broke her.
 
    
 
   These girls... they’re all somebody’s daughter.
 
    
 
   It’s sad - seeing the state they get into whilst working the pavements.
 
    
 
   “Who knows, maybe I’ll see you again and you’ll let me fuck you!” she said as she opened the door and climbed from the car.
 
    
 
   Sad - seeing the state they get into when the pavements break them.
 
    
 
   She slammed the car door and I gently pressed the accelerator - pulling away - watching her get smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror. 
 
    
 
   Watching her go over to lean on the lamp post to keep watch, no doubt, for potential customers. 
 
    
 
   She isn’t going home tonight.
 
    
 
   Well, I tried to give her the night off.
 
    
 
   Normally I let them stay with me for longer. If they’re good at conversation and keep me interested, sometimes I let them stay the night. This is the earliest I think I’ve ever dropped a date off. Though that’s through no fault of hers. No. I have somewhere to be tonight.
 
    
 
   At least she said she had a good night.
 
    
 
   And, for now, my loneliness is cured.
 
    
 
   For now.
 
    
 
   Recently, it feels as though.... no sooner have I said goodbye to someone - dropped them off - I feel the pangs of loneliness scraping away at my soul.
 
    
 
   The trips to the red light district seem to be getting more and more frequent. If that’s all I can have, though... I’ll take it. But, that’s enough of that anyway... I have work to do.
 
    
 
   I have another date to meet up with and she’s only around the corner.
 
   I don’t normally have two dates in one evening but I was lonely and knew I couldn’t pick the second date up until after 3 o’clock in the morning - after she left the club.
 
    
 
   I think this is the worst I’ve picked up yet.
 
    
 
   Not only does she tease people on a Facebook page, like the one Angela set up - always promising things to unsuspecting and lonely men, yet never delivering upon those promises. Just keep the men there, waiting.... hoping... spending their cash... the more they spend... the more the promises flow. Thinking about it makes me feel anger and resentment towards falling for it myself, once. 
 
    
 
   Reminds me of what a mug I was.
 
    
 
   That was then.
 
    
 
   I won’t fall for it twice.
 
    
 
   What’s the saying... the ‘fool me once’ saying...
 
    
 
   Fool me once...
 
    
 
   ...I’ll kill you.
 
    
 
   Not sure that’s it.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Google that later.
 
    
 
   Not important now.
 
    
 
   Focus on my new date. I’m looking forward to finally meeting her. She’s definitely the worst so far... teasing the guys on the Internet...
 
    
 
   I pulled my car to one side of the road and looked at the club where my date worked. A cheap, sleazy lap dancing club.
 
    
 
   ... teasing the guys on the Internet and then teasing them here too - rubbing her crotch in their faces as if to remind them they’ll have nothing other than a hint of her scent. Even then, in those places... so much perfume... you can’t be sure to even get a true scent of her cunt as she passes it by your face knowing there’s nothing you can do.
 
    
 
   House rules: look but don’t touch.
 
    
 
   Tonight I plan to do both and I’m looking forward to it immensely.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
    
 
   I turned the engine off and waited, in the dark, outside the club.
 
    
 
   Watching.
 
    
 
   Listening.
 
    
 
   A few men come out first.
 
    
 
   The lonely.
 
    
 
   The desperate.
 
    
 
   The kind of man I used to be.
 
    
 
   Empty lives.
 
    
 
   Emptier wallets.
 
    
 
   They look happy enough now. Now they’ve had their fix of women. Now they’re under the false illusion someone actually cares about them but, in the morning, they’ll be back to their usual lonely selves.
 
    
 
   What appears to be a ‘stag-do’ comes out of the door. A group of alpha-males. They’re different to the first few people that came out of the double doors. Half of them probably have partners at home. Half of them will say coming to this establishment wasn’t their idea. But they wouldn’t have kicked up a fuss. They would have gone along with it. Sat on the chairs, drinks in hand, eyeing up the various tits - cheering along with the rest of their friends as each of them go off to have a private dance. Two-faced. Tomorrow, they’ll wake up and deny ever coming here. Their partners will ask them if they had a nice evening - no doubt fetching them a painkiller for their hangovers - and they’ll say it was ‘okay’. I can tolerate these people, though. After all, it’s one thing looking at a girl but it’s quite another to actually touch. Yes, these men are immoral but... how many times do people walk down the street looking at other women... or even men... it’s a two-way street. Just so happens this group chose to be a bit more obvious about it. I’ll let them carry on with their lies. 
 
    
 
   Just the way things go.
 
    
 
   The doors to the club swing open with some force and another man is forcefully ejected by two burly looking men. When they let go of the customer’s arms he falls to the floor - so drunk that his own legs won’t support his pathetic-looking body. Must have tried to touch one of the girls or got argumentative when it was time to leave. Whatever his story - I’ll make sure I’m well away from those two bouncers before I try anything.
 
    
 
   I’m a lover. Not a fighter.
 
    
 
   Besides, not entirely sure how tonight will end. I can’t just drive up and grab her. I need to be sure, first, that I’ll get away with it.
 
    
 
   Not be seen.
 
    
 
   Tonight, I’ll start by following her home.
 
    
 
   Finding out where a girl works, or hangs out... that’s easy with the power of social networking sites and a little common sense as to what you’re looking for. Finding out their home address.... finding out who’s waiting for them at home... Well, that’s different and takes time and patience.
 
    
 
   I have oodles of both.
 
    
 
   Oodles.
 
    
 
   I think that’s the first time I’ve used that word.
 
    
 
   I like it.
 
    
 
   Oodles.
 
    
 
   The drunk man is staggering his way towards my car so I sink down a little, in the seat. I don’t need him spotting me and trying to climb in, thinking it’s a taxi. I don’t need the attention. Thankfully he passes by without incident - slurring something as he goes. I don’t even bother trying to decipher what it was. He isn’t my concern.
 
    
 
   I glanced back to the double doors just as they opened again - another male. Where are the girls? I doubt very much that they’d leave via the back exit of the club - a dark, dirty alley with no street lights and no apparent cameras. Surely they’d leave via the front for their own peace of mind.... unless they don’t think of potential customers waiting out the back for them to leave. Hidden in the shadows and waiting to pounce.
 
    
 
   They should be more cautious.
 
    
 
   It’s a sick world we live in.
 
    
 
   I should know.... with some of the people I’ve met.
 
    
 
   Shocking.
 
    
 
   The doors opened again and a group of girls stepped onto the streets. Faces made up with thick, heavy make-up - they look cheap... a stark contrast to the dances they provide. I wonder if there are any girls in there who try the ‘less is more’ rule with something other than fabric. 
 
    
 
   Looking at them, the way they walk.... hearing the way they laugh and joke loudly with each other as they say their goodbyes to one another... even if you hadn’t seen them leave a strip-joint - you’d still guess they’d work at one. Girls like this repulse me. Even when they’re semi-dressed, gyrating in my face...
 
    
 
   They are everything that’s wrong with society.
 
    
 
   Them and Jehovah’s witnesses.
 
    
 
   The doors to the club swing open again and two more girls step onto the cold street.
 
    
 
   There.
 
    
 
   That’s her.
 
    
 
   That’s my girl.
 
    
 
   Same layered on make-up as the other girls. She’s waving them off with one hand whilst trying to light a cigarette with the other. Nice. The cigarette helps add to the whole ‘cheap’ look she is trying, and succeeding, to pull off. She oozes sleaze and looks like a cheap tart.... except she isn’t a tart nor is she cheap. The dances in the club are expensive... the gifts she tricks people out of on the Internet... they are expensive. You’d think - with an eye for the finer things in life -  you’d think she’d look more presentable than the white trailer-trash image she has landed herself with. Unless, of course, she’s doing it on purpose. I’m not sure. First time I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing her. Stood there, talking to what appears to be a girlfriend as the rest of the group go their own way with waving gestures of their hands... Maybe my girl dresses like a cheap tart in a clever attempt to fit in with the other ladies here. Maybe they’d look down their noses at her if she were to dress with some of the expensive things which are bought for her.
 
    
 
   Unless she does what Angela does. Cons the gifts from people and then sells them on to get whatever cash she can. We’ll see soon enough. If that is her game... she’ll have a nice house, like Angela.
 
    
 
   I watch as she starts walking down the street, in the opposite direction to where I’m parked, arm in arm with her girlfriend.
 
    
 
   Looks like tonight is a ‘looking’ night only.
 
    
 
   Shame.
 
    
 
   I could have done with the tension release our date would have provided.
 
    
 
   When they’re out of sight, I turn the key in the car’s ignition and the car splutters into life. Not sounding too healthy. Must get it looked at soon. It probably wouldn’t pay to break down with a date in the boot.
 
    
 
   Might arouse suspicion.
 
    
 
   I press my foot on the car’s accelerator and drive in the direction the two girls walked. Not too fast. I don’t want them looking back around at me when I get to the entrance to the road they walked down. If they do that - I’ll have no choice but to continue on past them.
 
    
 
   Don’t want to lose them.
 
    
 
   I want to know where she lives.
 
    
 
   For later.
 
    
 
   I roll to a stop at the end of the road - against the kerb so it look as though I’m parking up, just in case they happen to be watching. As luck would have it they aren’t paying any attention to their surrounds. Going on about their lives, oblivious to all around. 
 
    
 
   My girl is at a car, climbing into the driver’s side; her friend is climbing into the passenger’s side. It’s dark and I haven’t got a proper look at her friend but she might be the girl who features in many of my lady’s photographs, on her Facebook page. I haven’t seen her openly talking on there, though. Haven’t seen her trying to chat men up into buying stuff.
 
    
 
   Not like my girl.
 
    
 
   Jade.
 
    
 
   That’s her name.
 
    
 
   My girl.
 
    
 
   Jade.
 
    
 
   For a while there, I was struggling to recall it. An unusual name that I don’t tend to hear a lot; you’d have thought it would have stuck in my head easier.
 
    
 
   I watched as the car started and headed down the road towards me. I sunk lower in my seat so as not to be framed by Jade’s bright headlights. They turned left and headed off into the distance.
 
    
 
   Wait for it.
 
    
 
   ...
 
    
 
   Wait for it.
 
    
 
   ...
 
    
 
   Wait.
 
    
 
   ...
 
    
 
   Waiiiiittttt.....
 
    
 
   Jade’s car turned right, at the end of the road, and disappeared from my view.
 
    
 
   Okay, go!
 
    
 
   I hit the accelerator hard and sped to the end of the road before turning off in the same direction they went.
 
    
 
   I wonder whether the other girl lives with her. That could be awkward. Finding a time when she’s alone so I can get in there. Always easier when they live by themselves. No sense fretting about it. It has never stopped me before and besides, she could just be giving her a lift home; could be on the way - save her from walking or spending money on a ridiculous taxi fare.
 
    
 
   They take a left turn in front of me.
 
    
 
   Seconds later, I take the same turn.
 
    
 
   It’s only been about a month since I last did this but...
 
    
 
   I’ve missed it.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   We’ve been driving for about thirty minutes or so.
 
    
 
   Funny, I thought she would have lived closer to the club. Still, the further away we get from that dive... the nicer the houses are becoming. Had she lived closer in one of the less attractive properties... I may have gone a little easier on her.
 
    
 
   The bigger, more fancy, her house.
 
    
 
   The more she suffers.
 
    
 
   Those are the rules.
 
    
 
   Rules which I’ve just made up.
 
    
 
   Good rules to have though.
 
    
 
   Another rule to have, which I’ve just made up....
 
    
 
   Ensure you have a full tank of petrol before attempting to stalk someone.
 
    
 
   I’ll write these down when I’m done. 
 
    
 
   Things seem to slip my mind easier these days. Guess I have a lot to remember as I juggle various things. Bound to forget bits and pieces from time to time. I am, after all, only human. Notes help.
 
    
 
   I’ll give it another fifteen minutes’ worth of driving. Be a shame to come all this way just to lose her. I mean, I might be just around the corner!
 
    
 
   Wait a minute...
 
    
 
   Is she...?
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   She’s pulling over.... parking next to some other cars which are parked up against the pavement too. Weird. Shops line the pavement. Single-story shops.... so.... she can’t live above them.
 
    
 
   I drive past her car - a few more hundred yards down the road - and pull up against the pavement too. I can watch what they do from the rearview mirror. I can pretty much see everything from here, unless they disappear down an alleyway. If that’s the case, though, I can always jump up and go for a walk. If I bump into them I’ll just ask if they’ve seen my dog as I accidentally dropped its lead.
 
    
 
   Sure I’ve seen that in a film before.
 
    
 
   Hopefully they haven’t.
 
    
 
   I turned my car’s engine off and waited. Lowered myself in the seat a little to help keep me hidden from anyone who could be watching.
 
    
 
   Where are they?
 
    
 
   Why aren’t they getting out of the car?
 
    
 
   Maybe she’s just dropping her friend off here. She could live down a little side road, I guess. 
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   That’s it.
 
    
 
   She’s dropped her friend off before continuing to her own home. With the current fuel situation, I hope it isn’t far. At least I could follow her friend home. They’re obviously close. I could come back here, another day and wait to spot her friend.... follow her instead. She could end up leading me to where I really want to be. A lot of hassle though. Make the call when I need to. Be sure she’s actually dropping her off first. After all, they could just be gathering their bags up before both getting out of the car yet.
 
    
 
   I’m getting overexcited.
 
    
 
   Calm it down a little.
 
    
 
   All good things come to those who wait.
 
    
 
   I hear some doors slamming elsewhere. It came from in front of me. There’s a car parked a few hundred yards up in front of my own car and two men have just climbed out. 
 
    
 
   Walking this way.
 
    
 
   Bit late to be out walking. Can’t be wanting anything from the shops - they’re closed now. Maybe they’re visiting Jade and her friend. For all I know, they could even be dealers. Could be selling their goods to the girls. Maybe that’s why she works her Internet page. Funding a habit in a different, dishonest way to the whores who walk the streets.
 
    
 
   Unlike the street-walkers. I won’t allow her to use ‘scoring her latest fix’ as an excuse. If that’s what she is doing, she should get a real job or walk the streets like the other girls.
 
    
 
   I’d sooner she were a victim instead of a rinser.
 
    
 
   Hell, if she were a victim - chances are, I would have helped her.
 
    
 
   The two men are definitely coming this way. I lower myself even further into my seat so as not to be seen. As they come closer, I feel torn - unsure whether I should monitor their movements or watch out for Jade and her friend. Be a shame to lose them because I took my eye off the ball.
 
    
 
   Quick check to the rearview mirror shows they haven’t left yet. 
 
    
 
   Eyes front. 
 
    
 
   I visibly jumped when I realised one of the men is stood next to my car. He leaned down and knocked on the window. Scars on his dirty-looking face, light stubble, eyebrow ring, tattoo on neck. I’ve seen prettier specimens of ‘the alpha-male’. 
 
    
 
   I glance to my right and the other man is stood by the other door.
 
    
 
   Well, this is new.
 
    
 
   The man, on my side of the car, knocked again - this time with his fist.
 
    
 
   It’s safe to say I can’t get away with ignoring this one.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: Consider tinted windows.
 
    
 
   I twisted the car key in the ignition, until it clicked for the first time. Part of me wonders whether I should just drive off. I’d obviously been spotted by the girls and they lured me here to where their friends are waiting.
 
    
 
   They have some unsavoury looking friends, that’s for sure. I think I would have preferred some one-to-one time with one of the club bouncers I spotted earlier. They looked as though they may have been more open to the possibility of a friendly conversation.
 
    
 
   Lover.
 
    
 
   Not a fighter.
 
    
 
   Stop panicking.
 
    
 
   Could be innocent.
 
    
 
   Could be that they’re lost and looking for directions. Not their fault they aren’t blessed with the best of looks. No. That’s stupid.
 
    
 
   Men never ask for directions.
 
    
 
   I pressed the button, on the centre console, to operate the window and slowly it dropped down into the door panel.
 
    
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   I contemplated calling him ‘sir’ but figured he’d think I was patronising him. But then again, looking at him, does he even know what patronising means?!
 
    
 
   “Well that depends,” he said.
 
    
 
   His deep voice matched his face. Maybe I should call him ‘sir’.
 
    
 
   “On?”
 
    
 
   “Your explanation,” he replied.
 
    
 
   “You’ll have to be more specific, sir,” I said trying to keep the words small and simple: enough for him to understand.
 
    
 
   “Why the fuck my friend phoned me and woke me up.... to say she’s been following by some cunt.”
 
    
 
   Mental Note to self: Try following with the lights off next time.
 
    
 
   Play dumb?
 
    
 
   Or get out of the car and feign a heart attack?
 
    
 
   Play dead?
 
    
 
   Better yet, quickly twist the key in the ignition and speed off.
 
    
 
   Added points if I manage to run him over too.
 
    
 
   “Well?” said ‘sir’ - clearly he wanted an answer.
 
    
 
   “I’m not following anyone,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Really... you mean you weren’t sitting in your car outside of her workplace... you didn’t watch her and her friend walk down the road.... you didn’t....”
 
    
 
   “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about...”
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you step out of the car and have a chat with me?”
 
   It sounded like a question but something tells me it was more of a demand.
 
    
 
   I pulled the car key from the ignition and waited for the Neanderthal to take a few steps back so I could open the door and climb out. It’s not until I am actually out of the car that I noticed how tall he was. I’m hardly short, myself - over six foot - but he’s a good few inches taller.
 
    
 
   “So what.... you a customer of the club?” asked ‘sir’.
 
    
 
   I continued to play dumb, “I don’t know what you’re talking about...”
 
    
 
   He has big hands, I noticed. I can just imagine the impact of his fist.
 
    
 
   He looked over my shoulder - towards where Jade was parked up, no doubt watching what was happening here. So much for the element of surprise. He motioned for her to come over. So much for her not seeing my face until it was too late. Of course, this is going to make the ‘stealth’ approach that little bit trickier.
 
    
 
   Worry about that later.
 
    
 
   Just get through this, first.
 
    
 
   “You know this fuck?!” ‘sir’ asked Jade as she approached.
 
    
 
   She waited until she was face-to-face with me before she answered, “He’s not  a customer, I’ve never seen him.”
 
    
 
   ‘Sir’ turned back to me, “So how do you know Jade?”
 
    
 
   I hid the nerves I felt bubbling in my stomach and flashed her a smile, “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.” She just glared at me. Obviously I was going to have to make the first move for friendship so I extended my hand for her to shake. 
 
    
 
   “I asked you a question, motherfucker!” Her male brute of a friend was getting even more agitated. It wouldn’t matter how I’d answer his questions. He was gearing up for a fight.
 
    
 
   I turned to him, “I don’t know her...”
 
    
 
   “So why the fuck are you following me?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Such a potty mouth. She normally has more manners when talking to people on her webpage. Just as well, too. Don’t think many people would warm to her as much.
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t following you,” I said. Had to lie. Couldn’t let slip my plans for her. My plans, incidentally, stand.
 
    
 
   I’m going to really fuck her up.
 
    
 
   “You often follow strangers?” asked ‘sir’ brute. 
 
    
 
   My patience is starting to wear thin and I feel The Monster stir from deep within. Not as deep as it usually is that’s for sure.
 
    
 
   “Depends what else I have planned for the evening,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?” said Jade.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck did you just say?” asked ‘sir’ brute.
 
    
 
   “Sometimes I’m pretty busy so... you know.... it makes it hard to follow girls such as your friend... I mean... I try and do it as frequently as I can but.... you know how it is...”
 
    
 
   “Man, I’m going to fuck you up!”
 
    
 
   “Before you do....” I turned to check on the other brute. He was busy going through my car and oblivious to what we were doing on the pavement, “.... can I just make one request...?”
 
    
 
   ‘Sir’ brute cracked his knuckles, “What?!”
 
    
 
   “If I win.... can I penetrate your lady friend?”
 
    
 
   “Will you kill this motherfucker already?!” screamed Jade.
 
    
 
   The brute took a step towards me with his fists clenched. Knowing time was precious, I swung a fist to Jade’s face as fast and hard as I could - hitting her square on the nose. A satisfying crack as my middle knuckle connected, followed by her ear-piercing scream as she dropped to the concrete floor. Very satisfying. I expect she’ll take a break from uploading any more pictures for a little while. My thought pattern was interrupted with a fist to my own face - right across my jaw - which rattled the insides of my skull and knocked me to my arse.
 
    
 
   Not much point in standing up so I raised my hands up to protect my face, as best as I could, from the ensuing flurry of feet and fists - each one aimed to cause as much damage and pain as possible. Each one succeeding in their intent.
 
    
 
   A foot to the stomach took the wind from me.
 
    
 
   A fist to the side of the face caused a shooting pain through my eyes and my skull to rattle again.
 
    
 
   Another foot hit my leg. A curious place for them to target.
 
    
 
   A fist back to my head, straight to my ear... ringing so loud it nearly drowns out the woman’s wailing and calls for the brute to cause me more pain.
 
    
 
   Another foot. Everything aches now. Not even sure where that one connected.
 
    
 
   Through the ringing I hear another voice.... calling from the distance... something about police being called..... toe punt to head.... stars.... voice shouting for them to ‘get the fuck out of there’.... fist to face again.... jaw line.... dinner through a straw tomorrow... head slammed on concrete.... stars.... can’t take much more.... Looked up.... try and give puppy dog eyes.... might go easier on me... fist.... didn’t work.... foot.... fist... fading...
 
    
 
   Adrenalin keeping me conscious. Wish it wouldn’t. Would hurt less if I were asleep. Looked up again to see another fi.........................................................
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
    
 
   Eyes won’t open.
 
    
 
   Not sure I want them too.
 
    
 
   Feel strange.
 
    
 
   What’s that underneath me? 
 
    
 
   Not concrete.
 
    
 
   A mattress.
 
    
 
   Only slightly softer than the concrete.
 
    
 
   Head’s throbbing.
 
    
 
   Feel fuzzy.
 
    
 
   Try again with my eyes.
 
    
 
   The right one opens but the left one feels stuck.
 
    
 
   Not my house.
 
    
 
   Not one of my rooms.
 
    
 
   White. 
 
    
 
   Clinical.
 
    
 
   Body aches.
 
    
 
   Everything’s coming back to me now.
 
    
 
   The brute and his woman.
 
    
 
   Recall a stranger calling the police.
 
    
 
   Starting to focus now.
 
    
 
   Hospital room.
 
    
 
   Only me in here.
 
    
 
   Slowly I became aware of my limbs. They feel bruised. They ache. Most likely swollen, like my eye socket. I can wiggle my fingers, though. Toes move too. A good sign.
 
    
 
   How’d I end up here?
 
    
 
   The stranger... the police... one of them must have contacted an ambulance too.
 
    
 
   Thank God for them.
 
    
 
   A vicious, unprovoked attack on someone who was simply going about their day. 
 
    
 
   It is indeed a harsh world we live in.
 
    
 
   “Hello?!” I called out. The sudden sting from opening my jaw catches me off guard. I won’t call out again.
 
    
 
   I can hear people milling around beyond a door on the wall opposite the bed. Footsteps, doors slamming, people talking - can’t make out what they’re saying. Either they’re speaking quietly or the ringing in my ear is drowning them out. 
 
    
 
   The ringing.
 
    
 
   I hope that’s not permanent.
 
    
 
   The door opened and a blurry shape walked into the room.
 
    
 
   Focus.
 
    
 
   Female.
 
    
 
   Nurse.
 
    
 
   “You’re awake... do you know where you are?”
 
    
 
   “Hospital,” I mumbled. Mumbling meant I didn’t have to open my mouth so there was no sharp, sudden sting.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember what happened?”
 
    
 
   I remember punching that cunt in the face. That felt good. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer. I’ll let them tell me what happened. Not sure I’d get the sympathy vote if I let slip I was rumbled when following a woman.
 
    
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   “Vanessa,” I mumbled. 
 
    
 
   Where did that come from?
 
    
 
   “Who’s that - someone you want us to call for you?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “Dead,” I mumbled.
 
    
 
   How hard did the brute hit me? I feel confused.
 
    
 
   The nurse was fiddling with some equipment to the side of my bed. Can’t make out what, exactly, she is doing but it makes me feel uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   “You try and get some rest,” she said as she jotted down some notes on a file she pulled from the bottom of the bed, “... When you’re feeling up to it, there are some people outside who would like a word with you...”
 
    
 
   “People?” I mumbled.
 
    
 
   “Some police officers - they just want to try and help you piece together what happened...” said the nurse. She asked again, “Do you remember anything?!”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   The nurse put the file back at the foot of the bed and gave me a sympathetic look. I can’t remember the last time a woman gave me a look like that. I must look really bad.
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’ll be right back with the officers.... try and get a bit of rest, you’re safe now.”
 
    
 
   She turned and walked from the room - closing the door behind her.
 
    
 
   The police are going to want some answers. What was I doing out there? Did I know my attackers? Who are they? Could I identify them? All questions I could do without answering but I don’t think I’ll have much of a choice. I don’t feel as though I can climb from the bed. Certainly don’t feel as though I can make my way home. A shame. Vanessa will by worrying. Tea is probably ruined. What? No. She’s dead. The throbbing head causing me not to think straight - another good reason not to speak to the police. Don’t want to say the wrong thing.
 
    
 
   I could ask them to come back later? Another day perhaps... and then just disappear off the radar again. Keep out of sight. I feel exposed here. I don’t like it. I’m not used to it. Play dead. I can do that. They’ll leave me alone. Spiders do that if you toy with them. They stop moving. You think they’re dead and move on. Sometimes anyway, I stamp on them just to be sure.
 
    
 
   What if Vanessa was playing dead?
 
    
 
   What if she has gone to the police?
 
    
 
   Can’t remember what happened with her now. I wonder if I stamped on her too, like I would a spider? Why would I do that... not very friendly...
 
    
 
   I love her. 
 
    
 
   I think.
 
    
 
   I don’t know.
 
    
 
   If she were playing dead and she has gone to the police. I wonder... when they’re finished asking me their questions - would she give me a second chance? Maybe we could make it work this time around. As long as she understands I need to finish things properly with Jade.
 
    
 
   I don’t think we’re right for each other.
 
    
 
   I’ll tell her tomorrow, when I get home.
 
    
 
   A Facebook message.
 
    
 
   What?
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   We aren’t a couple.
 
    
 
   Never have been and never will.
 
    
 
   Head hurts.
 
    
 
   Ringing in my ears. For how much longer?
 
    
 
   I’m tired.
 
    
 
   Why?
 
    
 
   I’ve been sleeping.
 
    
 
   Not sure for how long. Tucked up, with my duvet and pillow, on the hard concrete of the pavement. Was I sucking my thumb?
 
    
 
   A tube is sticking from my hand. My good eye follows it back to a drip. Some clear fluid in there. What is that? Don’t remember ordering it. I hope they don’t expect me to pay.
 
    
 
   “Waiter!” I shouted. Stinging from my jaw. Fuck.
 
    
 
   Hospital.
 
    
 
   I didn’t order it. Drugs? Fluids? Not sure. I reached across with my other hand and ripped the tube from my hand. Pain. Whatever it is in that bag, I don’t need it.
 
    
 
   Tired.
 
    
 
   Just a nap.
 
    
 
   Might make me feel better.
 
    
 
   I wonder if Vanessa is coming to bed soon.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened my eye; the other eye still refusing to open. Will it ever open again, I wonder? Two figures standing by the side of my bed - a few feet back. Uniforms. Both with a hat tucked under their arm. One of them sat down on a chair, by my bed.
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked. He? Focus. She. She asked.
 
    
 
   I mumbled something even I didn’t understand.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember what happened to you, sir?” she continued.
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   Let them tell me.
 
    
 
   “According to an eyewitness - you were the victim of a carjacking...”
 
    
 
   Interesting. I can see how it would have looked like that.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember anything at all?”
 
    
 
   They could ask as many times as they wanted but I’d still shake my head.
 
    
 
   “No,” I mumbled.
 
    
 
   “The assailants jumped into the cars and sped off when they heard we’d been called to the scene. If there’s anything you can tell us at all.... anything that could help us in our investigation?”
 
    
 
   Again, I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “My car?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid it was taken but we will do everything we can to find it for you, sir...”
 
    
 
   I smiled, painfully. They took my car? One way to stop me following their friend. Good job I have a nice, red Mercedes in my garage back home or I’d be pretty upset about that. Sure, it needs some work but... as long as it gets me from A to B it will be fine.
 
    
 
   “Do you recall what your attackers looked like or the sound of their voices?” the female asked again.
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   The more I think about it, the more it all comes back. Slowly. Every little detail. 
 
    
 
   “I’m tired,” I mumbled. Part lie and part truth. I still feel groggy from whatever they have given me. Don’t want to say the wrong thing! My mind feels as though it has been shattered into a million pieces - so many of those pieces I know to be tricks of my mind. Thoughts of Vanessa still plaguing me. Even had a dream where I was married to Angela.... her stood there, at the end of the aisle.... skin pulled from her face... No fingers... yet, in the dream, I still tried to put a ring on. I remember waking with a start and still believing it to be real before I had drifted asleep again.
 
    
 
   Someone saying something about a mild concussion.
 
    
 
   Don’t like feeling like this.
 
    
 
   “I’m tired,” I repeated.
 
    
 
   I closed my good eye and hoped it would be enough for the two officers to take their leave. I heard the female stand up.
 
    
 
   “Well, if you do remember anything.... anything at all....” I heard her put something down. “My card is on the side. Give us a ring...”
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer her. 
 
    
 
   Instead, I just lay there and listened to them leave. The door closing behind them. Thank God for that. 
 
    
 
   No sense opening my eye again. I don’t feel up to leaving just yet. Might as well take the time to recuperate as best as I can. Worry about the little things later, when I’m feeling up to it and my mind is glued back together.
 
    
 
   I wonder if my phone is knocking about... should take the time to update my Facebook status.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Awake again after a visit from the doctors. Why they couldn’t choose to do their visit at a more convenient time is beyond me. Am I here to get better or am I here to be poked and prodded just because they can?
 
    
 
   Apparently I was lucky.
 
    
 
   The ‘assault’ was particularly vicious by all accounts. 
 
    
 
   The doctors didn’t need to tell me that. 
 
    
 
   I was there. 
 
    
 
   I felt it. 
 
    
 
   I’m still feeling it. 
 
    
 
   I only hope Jade is still feeling her broken nose. I wonder if she’s somewhere in here, thinking about it... getting it put back together again. That would be a turn up for the books. Might bump into her on the way out. Could even resume following her again - although, admittedly, I’d have to use a taxi and that would just mean one more person I have to dispose off. Can’t have any witnesses.
 
    
 
   Some bruises. A black eye. A fractured eye socket. Split lip. Deep laceration to my cheek. A cauliflower ear.... and a banging headache to go with a mild concussion; the doctors said I got off lightly. Had it not been for the witness calling out.... They didn’t need to spell it out. The two men weren’t there to give me a friendly warning to leave Jade alone. Christ, overreaction. I wonder what they would have done had they known what my real intentions were - had I actually confessed all I have planned to do to her.
 
    
 
   Well, that’s out of the window now.
 
    
 
   I’ve scrapped that idea.
 
    
 
   Originally I wanted to really hurt her. Teach her a lesson.
 
    
 
   Those two men, though... they’ve put paid to that.
 
    
 
   Now...
 
    
 
   Now I really, really want to hurt her.
 
    
 
   I wonder if either of those men is even her boyfriend. I wonder if they are real friends, at least... or are they just men she suckered into helping her out... called them round to see me off on a false promise of whatever she was offering this time around. I’ve more or less seen her offer everything now – used panties with a choice of stain, photographs, lollipops which have previously been opened... inserted into her vagina and re-sealed again... even tampons. What sort of woman offers that?!
 
    
 
   The doctors say I’ll be in here tonight too. All being well I’ll be out tomorrow.  They kept trying to get my name out of me. Apparently my wallet, which was in my trouser pocket, was empty. The victim of a mugging too! I didn’t correct them - didn’t tell them my wallet is always empty as I don’t carry identification around with me. I realised I had to give them a name - probably wouldn’t have wanted me to leave if it appeared I couldn’t remember who I was. Not sure what the procedure is for someone who has no memory of who they are so I gave them a made up name... they didn’t ask any other questions so I guess they bought it. They bought it or they didn’t actually care like they make out they do. They just wanted a name for the box, on the piece of paper. One step closer to me getting out. Out and home to finish recuperating. And then back to my date.
 
    
 
   Incentive to ‘get well soon’.
 
    
 
   I smiled to myself and closed my eye - tired and bored with watching the ceiling fan spinning around and around.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Morning comes after a night of broken dreams and shattered illusions. Still feel tired. Still feel as though I could go on sleeping. Wish they’d let me. Perhaps I could feign confusion again and squeeze another day and night out of them. More of their yummy soup.
 
    
 
   I’ve only been here a short time but I quite like it. It’s nice to be waited on. Pretty nurses too. Not too bad for the NHS. I would have expected the prettier ones to be working the private sector. A bit like air stewardesses. On the cheaper flights you’re lumbered with the orange girls - patchwork tans and heavy perfume... The nicer girls... the classy girls... they only fly Virgin - nicely applied, subtle make-up and a light dusting of some exotic perfume. Much nicer when they keep it light. Nothing worse than a girl who showers under the perfume bottle. Just what are they trying to hide under all that scent?
 
    
 
   I don’t trust them.
 
    
 
   I’ll miss the smell of the hospital too. Nostrils filled with the thick aroma of cleaning products makes a refreshing change from the dense pong of Susie and her friends. My bruised aching body. I guess I won’t be doing any digging in the garden for a while.
 
    
 
   I sat up in the bed, the first stage of ‘getting up’, and flinched as a bolt of pain shot through my spine.
 
    
 
   I guess I won’t be doing anything for a while.
 
    
 
   I moved around to the edge of the bed and sat there for a second.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Consider self-defence classes.
 
    
 
   I feel as though I’ve been hit by a bus.
 
    
 
   Forget about the pain and the uncomfortable aches of the joints. Just get home. Put your feet up in the discomfort of your own home. Sleep it off. Come back stronger.
 
    
 
   What doesn’t kill us can only make us stronger.
 
    
 
   True. 
 
    
 
   But before it makes you stronger it can hurt like a son of a bitch.
 
    
 
   The door to my room opened and one of the nurses walked in. Not the prettier one, which was a shame.
 
    
 
   “How are you doing?” she asked.
 
    
 
   The way she asked it told me she didn’t really care. Now I was out of danger and off their ‘watch-list’ I was nothing more than a battered person taking up a bed they were waiting on.
 
    
 
   “Getting there,” I mumbled. I stood up and felt a breeze from behind. Guessing the hospital gown isn’t tied up. I turned to face the nurse - an embarrassed look on my face.
 
    
 
   “I’ll give you a few minutes,” she said when she noticed my look.
 
    
 
   I smiled. Standing up now and already wish I was back in bed. 
 
    
 
   No cash. 
 
    
 
   No bank cards. 
 
    
 
   Nothing. 
 
    
 
   I wonder whether they’ll let me walk home.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Surely they’ll organise some sort of transportation.
 
    
 
   Maybe Vanessa will pick me up.
 
    
 
   Seconds pass before I realise the likelihood of that happening. 
 
    
 
   Or not happening to be precise.
 
    
 
   A shame.
 
    
 
   Should I mention the confusion I keep suffering or just stay quiet?
 
    
 
   Stay quiet.
 
    
 
   Don’t want them asking questions.
 
    
 
   I’m sure it will pass. If it were a sign of anything serious, they would have spotted it already. They’re the professionals. A bit more sleep and everything will be hunky-dory. Sleep. The temptation to crawl back onto the bed is strong but I won’t. Just concentrate on getting home.
 
    
 
   I limped over to the chair next to the window, where my clothes were neatly folded up waiting for me. They look as though they’ve been washed. Can’t say I’m not grateful. They were probably coated in dirt from where I was laid on the concrete... dirt and blood. Taking hold of the clothes, I hobbled on through to the en-suite bathroom and closed the door behind me. Don’t need the nurse bursting in on me again. I jumped when I caught sight of myself in the mirror. I was never the most attractive of men but... Jesus. They sure made a mess.
 
    
 
   Well, they may have made a mess of my face but... on the plus side.... street-girls don’t care about looks. They only care about the size of the wallet. Jade and her charming friends may have slowed one hobby but... they won’t slow the other.
 
    
 
   If anything, I’ll probably spend more time with the street-girls.
 
    
 
   As soon as I feel well enough to put some effort into fixing the Mercedes in my garage.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Don’t forget to get the bodies out of the boot.
 
    
 
   Another Mental Note to Self: Don’t forget to pick up some in-car air fresheners.
 
    
 
   I’m betting the Mercedes is pretty musty by now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m tired but can’t sleep. 
 
    
 
   There is no worse feeling in the world, than lying in bed feeling exhausted but unable to drop off. 
 
    
 
   The gentle creaks and moans of the house stop me from drifting off. Every time I close my good eye, another noise forces me to open it again. I’ve only been away for a couple of nights yet all the noises sound new to me now.
 
    
 
   Like I’ve never heard them before. 
 
    
 
   Rattling windows, shaking in the wind...
 
    
 
   ... a howling noise down the chimney and other creaks and moans from the old building.
 
    
 
   It is an old building.
 
    
 
   These walls have seen a lot.
 
    
 
   No wonder they’re moaning.
 
    
 
   The hospital was noisy too; even in the dead of night when I woke up, I could hear things. Different sort of sounds, though. You could sense the people around you. Sense the people who were employed to help others. Different to my house. All the noises here just add emphasis to how lonely I feel.... 
 
    
 
   ... how lonely I’ve always felt.
 
    
 
   Now I’m in pain.... it’s worse.... this feeling of loneliness. I just wish, for a few nights only, I could have someone here to cuddle up to. Someone here to help look after me in my hour of need. Someone here to love me. Someone who lets me love them back.
 
    
 
   It’s all I’ve ever really wanted.
 
    
 
   I resent not being allowed that life luxury.
 
    
 
   It’s not fair.
 
    
 
   Why don’t I deserve a piece of happiness too?
 
    
 
   Even Fred West was loved by Rose. And he was a real cunt.
 
    
 
   Speaking of which... I might as well check in with Jade. See what she is up to. I wonder if she has even bothered logging back onto Facebook since I hit her. Maybe it was enough to make her hide away - if only for a bit. Who knows, maybe now she’ll disappear. A lesson learnt.
 
    
 
   I hope not.
 
    
 
   I owe her.
 
    
 
   And I plan on delivering.
 
    
 
   I rolled out of my bed and stood for a second - getting my balance. It seems any sudden movements, at the moment, end with an unpleasant dizzy spell. Hardly surprising considering the amount of punishment I received but I still hope it passes soon. Dizziness usually makes me feel sick too and it’s the impending feeling of vomit which I don’t like. Should have mentioned that to the doctors too I suppose. 
 
    
 
   I’ll get Vanessa to call them in the morning. 
 
    
 
   It’ll be too late now. 
 
    
 
   They would have gone home. 
 
    
 
   I walked out of the bedroom and across the landing to the computer room - still limping - taking a seat in front of the main computer monitor. Let’s see what she’s doing...
 
    
 
   A flick of the switch and the terminal fired up after a few seconds delay.
 
    
 
   Give it a couple of minutes and it will be ready. I have to say, I’m intrigued as to what I’m going to find. No doubt it will be a page of messages, on her wall, from her admirers - asking her where she is and why she is so quiet. Some of them may be even asking if they’ve done anything to cause her to go quiet. Amazing how paranoid lonely men are... especially if they think a woman is actually talking to them. They get their hopes up and instantly think they’re an exclusive couple. I should know. Talking from experience. When the woman isn’t talking to them, or seems to have vanished for more than a couple of hours... their minds will slowly be filling with poisonous thoughts - she doesn’t like me after all, she’s sleeping with someone else, she hates me...
 
    
 
   I’d say they deserved to be taken for a ride. I deserved to be taken for a ride but.... no. No one deserves that. It’s not their fault... it’s not our fault if we are quick to fall for someone. No one should have the right to play on those feelings.
 
    
 
   The Internet Explorer page, on my computer screen, flashed up and instantly loaded up the social networking site. No new notifications. Some things never change. Not necessarily a bad thing... My profile page has my photograph and I’ve put one or two messages on Jade’s page... For a split second a part of me worried she may have recognised who I was, after we met, and sent me a message on here... maybe something telling me they’re going to finish the job. Mind you, just because there is no message - doesn’t mean anything. She might not have been on yet. If she hasn’t, perhaps I should take the time to find my messages on her wall and photographs and get rid of them. Just to be safe.
 
    
 
   I typed in her name and her page loaded up....
 
    
 
   Hope your feeling better XxX
 
    
 
   First message on her wall.
 
    
 
   I have to fight myself not to correct the mistake. Don’t bring attention to myself.
 
    
 
   ‘you’re’
 
    
 
   At least it wasn’t text speak.
 
    
 
   Hope they catch the piece of shit X
 
    
 
   Not overly friendly.
 
    
 
   Bought you something from your wish list xx
 
    
 
   Sucker.
 
    
 
   Your....
 
    
 
   For fucks sake.
 
    
 
   Your still beautiful x
 
    
 
   Boring. I scroll down more random messages from the lonely and desperate. Jesus. There are a lot of them. Three full pages of them, to be precise, all wishing her well. I guess she’s been on anyway... Here we are...
 
    
 
   A picture.
 
    
 
   She’s uploaded a picture of herself. 
 
    
 
   Her eyes are slightly blackened and her nose is bandaged up. To be fair, she looks a mess too. Good. Unlike my beating, she actually deserved hers - plus some! I’ll finish up next time I see her. Actually, I can’t believe what I managed to do with one punch. I didn’t think I was that strong. Quite an achievement I reckon. Feel quite proud of myself in a strange kind of way and it actually numbs my own pain a little.
 
    
 
   The caption underneath tells a different story to what really happened. No surprises there. Hardly surprising she didn’t want to put the truth down and tell people she had an innocent man beaten up.... didn’t want people knowing that this innocent man got a punch in first... before he was swiftly taken down by the Neanderthal thug who was with her whilst her other friend rooted through the innocent man’s car to see if there was anything worth robbing. I’m half tempted to write what really happened.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   No point.
 
    
 
   I just need to disappear for a bit. Let her relax back into her normal routine so, when I’m better, I know where to find her and can finish what I’ve set my heart on starting. It needs to be done now. This fake story, trying to get the sympathy off her ‘fans’, just feeds my desire to tear her apart. Break her like I’ve broken so many others before her. She’s going to be my masterpiece.
 
    
 
   Calm down.
 
    
 
   Getting carried away with yourself.
 
    
 
   Concentrate on getting better first. Be strong for the next attempt.
 
    
 
   And if I did write a message on her wall saying what really happened, she’ll only deny it. She’ll deny it and the men - all hypnotised by what they believe they are going to get from her - will all turn against me too. Don’t need the attention. Especially given the fact you never truly know who you’re talking to online.
 
    
 
   Any one of these men could be a psychopath.
 
    
 
   That would just be my luck.
 
    
 
   I clicked open to read the specific comments which went with her sorry-looking photograph... actually, I might print that out. One to frame. Maybe two copies... one for the frame - it would look nice hanging in the garage - and one for the diary. Fold it up and slip it between the pages. Something to laugh about when I’m an old man, reading my diaries to relive my youth.
 
    
 
   Has to be done really.
 
    
 
   Kind of wish I had taken pictures of the other girls now. I mean, before they started to decompose. No point taking photographs now. Hard to tell who is who. Not that I believe I can remember all of their names anyway. Unlike Vanessa, I didn’t have time to bond with all of them. Didn’t have time or the inclination.
 
    
 
   Reading these messages, from Jade to the various men.... I’m going to take time to get to know her. She’s turned this whole incident to her benefit. Poor Jade was brutally mugged whilst walking home from a ‘nice evening’ with her ‘friends’ drinking in the ‘wine bars’ and now she feels ‘sad’ and can’t seem to ‘cheer herself up’. Especially now she thinks ‘all men are the same’.
 
    
 
   Oh, we aren’t the same.
 
    
 
   Some of us are worse than you could have ever imagined.
 
    
 
   I aim to be the worst you’ll ever meet.
 
    
 
   These men all fawning over her. It’s pathetic to read what they have to say. Pathetic to see how they all say they’re different to ‘other men’. Worse yet are all the messages from random strangers saying they’ve bought something to cheer her up, from her wish list.... a list of expensive items she wants to ‘treat herself to’ when she has the money. A list she keeps updating with new, and expensive, luxuries when someone strikes one of them off the list.
 
    
 
   When I first stumbled across this... woman.... her list was completely different to the list which currently stands. Not one of the original items remained. Everything was purchased for her.
 
    
 
   It’s sickening.
 
    
 
   And now I’ve given her the perfect way to milk more from the men.
 
    
 
   I’ve helped her.
 
    
 
   I’ve made her worse than what she originally was. 
 
    
 
   Amazing what the sympathy card can do. 
 
    
 
   I sat back in my chair deflated. 
 
    
 
   I wonder, had I known how she was going to twist the situation - would I have still hit her in the face? I expect so. Even now, with my blood boiling, I can’t help but snigger as I remember the feeling of the crack. 
 
    
 
   So very satisfying.
 
    
 
   I stopped in my tracks when I noticed another comment, in the many comments on Jade’s ugly picture: I would have killed the cunt who did this to you.
 
    
 
   Normally I don’t let things like that get to me. Maybe it’s because of the pain I’m in - I’m more sensitive to little remarks like that... maybe it’s because this stranger felt the need to call me a ‘cunt’ without even knowing the full story..... maybe it’s because of his aggression when I only did this to help mugs like him from being ripped off. Seeing that message to Jade... maybe some of these ‘men’ deserve it. Deserve having their hard-earned money wasted on someone who doesn’t give a flying fuck about them.
 
    
 
   Who is this person anyway?
 
    
 
   I clicked on his name. Jeremy Clack. A stupid name. His parents must have hated him. Going by his profile picture - they would have had good reason. A plumper specimen. Rosy-red cheeks. Did he have this picture taken after he’d been running? Looked like it. Hair cut’s weird too - a fringe which sweeps across his forehead. Had Jeremy been with Jade, that evening, I doubt very much he would have killed me. I have to say - I think I might have come away slightly better than how I ended up if it was him that dished out my ‘punishment’.
 
    
 
   Besides, looking further at his profile... he isn’t even in this country. Apparently he’s over in America. Just makes it even more pathetic that he is pandering to this woman’s ‘needs’. As far as I’m aware, America has women too. Is he that pathetic they all turned him down?
 
    
 
   Looking at his picture - it’s possible.
 
    
 
   Even so, he’d be able to find women like Jade over there. Since starting this hobby, I’ve noticed just how many women there are in the world, who try this tactic or getting what they want. Rinsing men isn’t a hobby only confined to this country - unfortunately.
 
    
 
   On the plus side... when I’m done with all I can find in this country, I could always have a nice holiday. Go overseas and start again. Find more women who need to be taught a lesson.
 
    
 
   I clicked onto the section of Jeremy’s profile which showed everything else he ‘liked’ - Jade isn’t his own ‘girlfriend’. If I ever do continue my hobby in warmer climates... Jeremy’s page could serve me well as a good place to find the first of the lessons waiting to be taught.
 
    
 
   I clicked back and sent him a friend request. Hopefully he’s one of these people who accepts anyone and everyone. One of these people who likes to think of this site as a popularity contest - even if he doesn’t know who he is friends with. If he does stop to ask who I am - I’ll just say I saw him on Jade’s page and liked what he had to say. Stroke his ego. He looked the sort who’d enjoy that.
 
    
 
   I moved the mouse cursor to the ‘x’ box at the top right of the screen and clicked on it. I’d seen enough. The more I saw, the more I just wanted to get straight back out there and break Jade but, given how I feel, I know it’s not possible yet.... and I certainly don’t want to push myself. Need to heal properly before I go straight back out there to finish it.... otherwise I might slip up and do something stupid. Or, even worse, I might bump into her friends again. Not sure I’d survive another beating from them. Not unless it’s Jeremy Clack anyway....
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s been a week or so since I got home from the hospital although it feels like longer - the days seem longer when you’re stuck at home with no company and no inclination to do anything.
 
    
 
   Even if I did want to do something.... I probably couldn’t. The bruises are going, slowly, but I still ache. It’s unpleasant, feeling like this. Only thing keeping me focused is that I’ll have my revenge.
 
    
 
   I’ll have my revenge?
 
    
 
   I sound like Frankenstein’s monster.
 
    
 
   “I’LL HAVE MY REVENGE!” my voice echoed around the cold, empty house.
 
    
 
   I need to get out more.
 
    
 
   Maybe take a little time, over the next couple of days, to go down to the industrial area. Find a nice date. Might cheer me up. Might make me feel better too. Take my mind off  things, at least. That’s what I need. I need to be distracted.
 
    
 
   Ordered the battery for the Mercedes a couple of days ago. I don’t like having things delivered to my home because I’m not a fan of people knowing where I live but, given the circumstances, I didn’t have much of a choice. Hopefully the battery will arrive soon. Hopefully it’s just the battery that’s the problem. I took the last one out, just in case Vanessa found the car, and made the engine look a little worse than what it actually was.... didn’t think I did any real damage under the hood but - when I put the old battery in - it didn’t fire up. Hopefully just went flat. A new one will work.
 
    
 
   Positive mental attitude.
 
    
 
   That’s what is needed in times like these.
 
    
 
   Positive mental attitude.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Learn where one finds P.M.A in times such as these.
 
    
 
   When the battery does arrive, I’ll put it straight into the car and make sure it works. If it doesn’t... I don’t know what I’ll do. Can’t afford a new car and can’t afford to be stuck in the house. 
 
    
 
   Things to do. 
 
    
 
   Things to do and people to kill. 
 
    
 
   It’s not even like I have any easy routes to public transport. 
 
    
 
   Not where I live. 
 
    
 
   Nothing but trees and fields.
 
    
 
   Okay, P.M.A.... the new battery will work just fine. No need to start fretting.
 
    
 
   I’m not normally like this. Normally I don’t worry and fret about things. It’s only because I’m starting to feel claustrophobic. Trapped in my house. I don’t like feeling trapped. Funny how the tables have turned - now I know what so many of the women were getting funny about when I brought them back here. It’s not nice feeling stuck somewhere with no way out.
 
    
 
   Maybe I should call the garage where I ordered the battery. See if I can get them to speed delivery up. Definitely should put a note on the door asking them to knock hard... what if they’ve delivered it and I don’t hear them.... or I can’t get to the door immediately. They’d card me - telling me where I could collect the battery from. Nearest collection depot is about six miles away, give or take... Even then - there’s no guarantee it’d be that depot making the delivery.
 
    
 
   Definitely scribble out a note and stick it to the front door. 
 
    
 
   Perhaps I should even leave a note saying they can leave it in the garage... then again, not the smartest thing I’ve ever done. Should have made more of an effort to sort a permanent home out for the garage’s residents.
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   That’ll teach me.
 
    
 
   I walked into the computer room, from the bedroom where I was lying on the bed, and took a piece of paper from the printer. Using a pen I scribbled a quick note for the delivery man. Chances are I would have heard them but now my brain has put the doubts in my head.
 
    
 
   Just a message telling the driver to ‘knock hard’.
 
    
 
   Better safe than sorry.
 
    
 
   I took the note downstairs, along with a couple of pins from the stationery supplies in the top drawer of the computer desk. Pins are better than tape. Tape comes away as soon as it gets wet. No such issue with pins.
 
    
 
   Jinxed it now. 
 
    
 
   There’ll probably be a really strong gust of wind which will rip the note straight from the door. Jesus. Listen to yourself. So negative. I need to get out of the house. Or, at the very least, need some company at least. Especially since the knock on the head - I can’t stop thinking about Vanessa. Sometimes even thinking she is still alive. Not sure what that is about. The thoughts do seem to be subsiding a little as the days go on. A sign I’m getting better, I believe. Damage is done now, though. Feel lonely again. Lonelier now I’m trapped in the house too. It’s a shame I only feel comfortable with the street-girls. They’re as messed up as me. Easy to relate to. Sure, you can get similar girls from the Internet.... high class escorts... but these are girls who say they enjoy their job. They’re doing it because they want to do it. With these girls, not only do you pay more, I also feel as though we wouldn’t get on. They’d probably love themselves a bit too much. And even if we did get on... they enjoy their jobs, so they say on their websites... the websites I’ve found anyway... I wouldn’t get the same feeling from taking one of these women for the night as I get from taking one of the street-girls. I wouldn’t feel as though I’m saving them... wouldn’t feel as though I’m doing them a favour. If anything, they’d probably be thinking they were doing me a favour.
 
    
 
   And don’t even get me started on the costs involved. Some of the women, online, sell themselves for three hundred pounds an hour. I’ve been tempted to give them a go, though... curious as to see whether their vagina is made from diamonds and gold. Must be something special about them. Maybe they taste better than the average woman’s vagina... whereas some taste of fish... these three hundred pound pussies taste of lobster. Has to be something special about them.
 
    
 
   I’ll never know.
 
    
 
   Can’t justify the cost. Not when money is as tight as it is. Maybe, when I steal these rinsers from their homes... maybe I should contemplate taking some of the high value goods too - sell them online to people via bidding sites I’ve seen. Would certainly help with the cash flow. Especially as I’ve already proven I don’t fit in very well with normal society.
 
    
 
   Something to think about.
 
    
 
   I pinned the handwritten note to the front door. 
 
    
 
   Job done.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
    
 
   The engine started - thankfully - when I twisted the key in the ignition having put the new battery in. The new battery which, incidentally, arrived at the house within ten minutes of putting the sign on the front door. Always the way.
 
    
 
   Hmmm. Petrol is low. Orange warning light is on. I wonder how long it has been on for. It’s been so long since I brought this car here, along with the owners, that I had clean forgotten about the lack of petrol. Can’t remember if the light had just come on or whether it had been on for most of the journey. Can’t say for sure. Even if it were on for most of the journey, I wouldn’t have pulled into a petrol station to refill... not considering the state of my passengers who I’ve since pulled from the boot and thrown on top of the other carcasses. 
 
    
 
   Forgot to get any pine tree air fresheners on the way home from the hospital, to hang over the rearview mirror. Shame. Car probably would have smelt okay by now - the stench of death eradicated from the car with the overbearing smell of a new odour eater. As it is, I wind down the windows. A fast drive through the country roads will hopefully give the car the airing it desperately needs. It will also help if I pick up one of the air fresheners from the petrol station when I fill up. That’s a point - I wonder if this takes diesel or unleaded. It would be embarrassing to get the wrong fuel in the tank. And expensive.
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Google that later.
 
    
 
   Hopefully I’ll find the right answer. If this model is released with both fuel types available... well.... just have to guess I suppose. Perhaps I should have asked Vanessa’s mum and dad before I offed them. 
 
    
 
   Another lesson learnt.
 
    
 
   Wonder if they would have told me.
 
    
 
   Forget about it. Not important.
 
    
 
   Have to make it to the petrol station first.
 
    
 
   I climbed from the car and opened the garage door - thankful I had already since removed the bricks from the entrance courtesy of a sledgehammer on special offer in the D.I.Y store. Not sure I’d have the strength to have done that job now - not with how I feel. 
 
    
 
   I jumped back into the car and drove it out of the garage before killing the engine when it was clear of the garage doors. It’s too early to go for a drive, just yet. I want to end up at the industrial estate.... find me a nice date to help me forget what I’ve been through.... help me rebound back from Vanessa now she’s back in the forefront of my mind. If I leave now, there won’t be any company to be found when I drive around the estate.
 
    
 
   It gets dark around seven, at the moment. Which means the girls tend to hit the streets around eight or nine. Sometimes later. I’ll go down at eight. Leave the house in a couple of hours, around seven, and go for a drive... Go for a drive, get some fuel and find a date. Hopefully there’ll be someone there by then. If not I guess I could try another spot.... although.... not too sure where the other places would be.
 
    
 
   Could even swing by the strip club on the way.... pop in for a dance... show Jade that I’m okay..... No…, even if she is there, which I doubt considering the state of her face, I don’t want her knowing I’m back. I want it to be a surprise for her. Can’t wait to see her face.
 
    
 
   I’ll have to wait.
 
    
 
   Not up to it yet. If she fights back, I don’t think I’ll be able to restrain her as well as I could when I’m fighting fit. No sense risking it. If I do try anything again, and fail.... she might even get the police involved this time. I’m guessing the reason she didn’t, the last time we met, was because of the state her friends left me in. Probably realised the trouble they’d get into. One thing to report me for following; quite another for having me nearly beaten to death. Wonder how close death was. I couldn’t feel him.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   Tonight is just about company.
 
    
 
   Have a pleasant evening with a lady. 
 
    
 
   A nice meal. 
 
    
 
   Birds Eye tonight. 
 
    
 
   Might even do a pudding.
 
    
 
   Push the boat out.
 
    
 
   Would be nice.
 
    
 
   Move on from what happened with Jade and me.
 
    
 
   Move on from Vanessa.
 
    
 
   One step closer to recovery.
 
    
 
   One step closer to seeing Jade again.
 
    
 
   Everything keeps going back to Jade. 
 
    
 
   Must stop that. 
 
    
 
   Burning desire to cause her pain. Made worse by seeing how she has twisted things to get more from people. Piece of shit.
 
    
 
   Stop it. Move on from her.... just for now.... can always go back to her. 
 
    
 
   Just concentrate on having a pleasant evening. 
 
    
 
   Baby steps. 
 
    
 
   One at a time.
 
    
 
   I pulled the key from the ignition and climbed from the car. I closed the door behind me but left the windows open. All of them. Hopefully, by the time I come to get back in... hopefully it might smell a little better. You’d think, by now, I’d be used to the smell of dead people. But then, maybe it’s the sort of smell you never get used to.
 
    
 
   I entered the house via the garage; pulling it shut behind me I made sure it was locked. Last thing I need is to accidentally leave it open. It would be my luck - when I do leave it open - that is when someone comes by for a visit and spots what’s on the garage floor. Maybe I should start thinking of an excuse - just in case someone does discover my dirty little secret. Or maybe my time would be better spent digging that much needed hole in the back garden. Clear the dead out once and for all and never have to worry about them again... although....
 
    
 
   I walked through the house, up the stairs to the computer room to check the fuel situation.
 
    
 
   ... even if I do dig the hole, in the garden, and fill it with the corpses... what happens when I have more? I haven’t planned to stop, yet. Still working on adding to the collection. Do I clear the garage, fill the hole.... fill it up and then start again... fill the garage once more ready to dig another hole?! Kind of seems pointless. A lot of work knowing I’ll just have to do it again as soon as the dead start stacking up again. Even if I kept the top of the hole easy to access.... like a well or something.... it would still get full at some stage and another one would have to be dug. And I can’t keep piling them up in the garage. Can’t. It simply isn’t feasible. Especially as I’ll just keep adding to them.
 
    
 
   Who would have thought this would have been so complicated?
 
    
 
   The murders are the easy part.
 
    
 
   It’s the clean-up which is the bitch.
 
    
 
   Shame I can’t ask other murderers how they got rid of the body. If they’re readily available to ask... it means they didn’t get away with it. Their methods obviously seriously flawed. Even if the bodies were never found, like in some of the cases, I’m pretty sure that asking these people would bring unwanted attention my way. Attention I can live without.
 
    
 
   On the plus side - it looks as though the car takes unleaded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Eighty-three pounds and a handful of pence.
 
    
 
   I won’t be filling this petrol tank up all of the time. Can’t afford it. How Vanessa’s mum and dad ran this car is beyond me. They looked old enough to be collecting their pensions... must have had good jobs when they worked. Must have a bit of money behind them. Unless the government gives you money for funding your petrol needs when you’re over sixty? I doubt that. A nice thought but when has this government done anything good for us? Yep - her mum and dad had good jobs.
 
    
 
   I closed the petrol cap and walked into the shop where the assistant was waiting to take my money. Never waiting with a smile, I hasten to add. I remembered now why I normally tried to avoid this middle-of-nowhere petrol station. Still - didn’t have a choice this time. Pretty confident I wouldn’t have made it through to the next station and I didn’t fancy walking miles with a petrol can.
 
    
 
   On the walk to the counter, I grabbed hold of an air freshener shaped in the guise of a ‘Smiley-Face’. I prefer the ones shaped as trees normally but, again, now isn’t a time to be fussy. This station doesn’t have them and I’m pretty sure it would be hard to convince a date to get in the car with me if there wasn’t some form of freshener working its magic.
 
    
 
   The assistant asked, “Is that everything?” when I put the freshener in front of him, on top of the red counter. I don’t know why he asked. He knew I wanted fuel too - he had just been watching me fill the tank up for the last few minutes... never mind the fact he had to authorise the pump’s use before it even distributed the unleaded petrol.
 
    
 
   “Pump two,” I said. Normally I like to make an effort with people in situations like these. My only link to the ‘normal’ side of society is when I’m being served in shops, or places such as this. The rest of my time being spent with the down-and-out working girls selling themselves on the streets or the poisonous rinsers selling the prospect of a relationship to those needy enough to believe. That’s what makes this particular transaction even more depressing than normal.... if this assistant is a true reflection of a normal society.... God help the world. Maybe, on the way home with my date, I’ll stop off at another petrol station - remind myself that not everyone is this stupid.
 
    
 
   I opened my wallet - previously filled with cash taken from the stash in my house, moved there from my online account for easier access for situations such as these - and threw ninety pounds down on the counter. He wants it - he can pick it up.
 
    
 
   The assistant did the same with my change.
 
    
 
   Son of a bitch.
 
    
 
   Fuck him, it’s not that much - just a couple of quid. I flashed him a smile and walked away, only picking up the air freshener. Refused to give him the satisfaction of watching me scrabble for the change as he scrabbled to collect up the notes I threw down. I left the shop feeling smug with myself. I won that social interaction despite the assistant’s attempts at being clever. Further proof I won in that he didn’t even wish me a pleasant evening as I walked away - simply went back to whatever he was doing, when I pulled in, without uttering a word.
 
    
 
   I crossed the forecourt and climbed into my car. Another car is waiting behind mine - impatiently revving his engine. Silly. I’m sure that uses more petrol than if you’re just sat there. Still, sure they won’t mind if I just take the time to remove the packaging from my air freshener and find a suitable place to put it.
 
    
 
   Vanilla scent. Stronger than I usually like but I guess that’s because I’ve only just opened it. I’m sure it will be fine when it’s had the chance to settle.... or my nose has had the chance to become accustomed to it a little. For now, despite the colder temperature outside, I’ll leave the windows open whilst I drive. Heating up to compensate for the cold air flowing through the car helping to blow away any trace of Vanessa’s mum and dad’s smells. Sure the car will smell fine by the time I’ve driven around for a while. Good as new by the time I collect my date.
 
    
 
   Just a shame I didn’t have time to do anything with the stains on the boot’s carpet. Never really thought about dead people leaking.
 
    
 
   Another lesson learnt.
 
    
 
   The car behind me honked their horn.
 
    
 
   Patience is a virtue. They don’t have patience so I allow myself to have no patience with them. Fair is fair. Normally I’d just move on but... maybe it’s because of what happened to me... I just feel more argumentative than usual. I feel more troublesome. Irritable. Less likely to suffer fools such as this.
 
    
 
   Another honk of the horn as I positioned my ‘Smiley-face’ over my rearview mirror. A quick look at the impatient driver behind.
 
    
 
   I can’t leave it.
 
    
 
   Perhaps I’d be better off having an early night. Obviously not in the mood for these little social interactions. No. I’ll be fine with people who are fine with me.... but... people who are rude to me or annoy me.... well.... 
 
    
 
   I climbed from my car and turned to the driver behind who leaned out of his window, “Are you going to move your fucking car!”
 
    
 
   Nice.
 
    
 
   Maybe it’s the area. Maybe everyone around here is the same - all bitter and unpleasant.
 
    
 
   I stepped up to the window so others wouldn’t hear what I had to say, “I’m sorry but it won’t start... Just going to see if the cashier can send someone out to help me push it out of the way.... Be as quick as I can.”
 
    
 
   “For fuck’s sake!” shouted the man.
 
    
 
   Funny. I didn’t think he’d take the time to help me. Truth be told, I counted on his lack of sympathy and want to help.
 
    
 
   The irate man slammed his car into reverse and pulled away, moving to the pump on the other side of the forecourt where he had to wait for the current customer to finish.
 
    
 
   I smiled and climbed into my car, twisted the key in the ignition and calmly drove off - a wave of my hand, out the window, as the petrol station got smaller and smaller in my rearview mirror.... the ‘Smiley-Face’ sharing in my joy with the broadest of smiles.
 
    
 
   I’m not normally this vindictive and nasty - maybe it’s the knock on the head... maybe.... it’s just these people.... enough to make my blood boil.
 
    
 
   Either way, from now on, I’ll definitely try my best to avoid that station! Won’t let the petrol levels get that low again. Speaking of petrol - with what it’s just cost me - I wonder how long it will last in this car, before I need to visit a station again. My old car may have been a bit of a banger but you got good miles per gallon from it, that’s for sure.
 
    
 
   My mood flagged a little, at the petrol station. The first time I had properly left the house since.... since my run in and the first people I bump into are two of the rudest people I’d had the displeasure of speaking to for a long time. Normally, if venturing from my house to go to ‘normal’ society, I at least choose somewhere less unpleasant. Still, as the petrol station disappears from my rearview mirror completely, I feel my mood begin to lift again. Helped by the quiet tunes that were playing through on the car’s radio and the wind blasting through. Hot blowers on full to compensate for the coldness of the wind.
 
    
 
   The faster I drive, the more alive I feel.
 
    
 
   I suddenly slowed down.
 
    
 
   Is speeding a good idea in this car?
 
    
 
   After all, it’s not my car. I don’t own it. Taken from the dead. Do people know they’re dead, though? Haven’t seen anything in the news or on various local news websites I tend to keep an eye on - just to see if my actions have caused any unwanted attention or to see if I’ve been found out. Don’t recall seeing anything about Vanessa or her parents. Probably a wise move, getting rid of her parents before I took her... no one left to report her gone. When the whole family is missing it just looks as though they’ve packed up and moved on, to friends. Sure it’s weird that they’ve left their belongings but... at what stage do you start to panic something is amiss? Either way, I haven’t seen anything in the news about their disappearance...
 
    
 
   Doesn’t mean nothing has been said though.
 
    
 
   Shouldn’t just presume everything is alright.
 
    
 
   And if they have been reported as missing, would people be on the lookout for this car? Will the number plate flash up if I pass any police officers? Not sure - I’ve never been in this position before. Have to say, I wasn’t ever planning to drive this car around the town. It was supposed to be another casualty of my actions - never to see the light of day outside of the garage again.
 
    
 
   What if I am pulled over because of the plates flashing up? What would I say? Will I be one of these poor saps you see on some late night television program - leading the police on a fruitless, high-speed chase through the streets before eventually crashing and being forced to run?!
 
    
 
   The hit on the head has done nothing to damage my imagination then.
 
    
 
   Perhaps I should get some fake number plates. Put them on the car. Just in case... But how do they work? Do they pass by police cars unnoticed or just flash up worse than stolen plates? Maybe it’s the same thing, to the police sensors. 
 
    
 
   Can’t even part-exchange the car for another crappy little runner. Don’t have the log book showing I own it. A garage wouldn’t touch it with a barge pole. And rightly so.
 
    
 
   My mood is starting to flag again.
 
    
 
   Maybe I should just turn back and drive home. Lock the car back in the garage and rip the battery from under the hood. Destroy it. Remove temptation.
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I need tonight.
 
    
 
   If I stay in that house, alone, for much longer...
 
    
 
   ... I might go mad.
 
    
 
   Play safe.
 
    
 
   Just hope you don’t pass any police cars. It’s not often you see them around these country roads anyway. More likely to spot them at the industrial estate where I pick my dates up.
 
    
 
   Could always park up just outside of the area and walk in.
 
    
 
   Would a girl come with me if I’m on foot?
 
    
 
   Surely...
 
    
 
   They wouldn’t care where they were going to get fucked.
 
    
 
   Not if you flash them the cash.
 
    
 
   I’ll have a think whilst I drive. Not going straight there anyway. Want to drive around for a bit. Clear my head as best as someone like me can. Besides, the longer I leave getting to the industrial estate - the more chance there’ll be someone there willing to come back with me.
 
    
 
   Reminds me - need to pick up some microwave meals.
 
    
 
   Birds Eye tonight - no matter what my date is like.
 
    
 
   I feel like a treat.
 
    
 
   I think I deserve that much.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   6.
 
    
 
    
 
   I drove into the industrial estate. I figured I could always look down the roads, before driving down them, to check for police cars. That, and the fact it was starting to rain. Didn’t fancy getting a soaking. I look like Hell anyway - maybe bad enough to stop anyone from choosing to come home with me... I don’t need to look like a drowned rat too.
 
    
 
   The burger van is here tonight. Already set up. They’re earlier than usual. Good thing for them too, as they look as though they have attracted a couple of girls.
 
    
 
   Shame.
 
    
 
   The one stood to the left of the girls looked pretty. Long blonde hair, not so thin you could see any ribs sticking from her chest - visible thanks to her crop top. Nice short black skirt. Short enough it looked as though she had two more cheeks to powder this evening.  Pert cheeks at that. Knee-high boots. I would have preferred them if they reached up to the thigh but I realise those boots are dearer to buy... probably couldn’t afford them with what she charges people for a blow-job. Black leather jacket - makes me wonder whether there is a discount shop of leather coats for street-walkers. They all seem to wear them. Unlike other girls, unless it’s just the dodgy light from the burger van making it appear this way, her make-up seems to be subtle too. Other girls just plaster it on. I guess it helps hide the fact that their drug, or alcohol, addiction has left them with bad complexions. Silly. They should know - the majority of men who come to visit them here... they don’t care what their skin looks like. Only their vagina. They are nothing more to these men than a walking, talking fuck-toy to be used, abused and cast to one side.
 
    
 
   I pity them.
 
    
 
   That girl must be freezing. I hope, for her sake, business comes along quickly for her tonight. Not from me, though. No point. She’s stood there with a large burger in her hand - something else which won’t help her complexion, I’m sure... all that grease coursing through her veins. I wonder what will kill her first... a bad punt, a bad hit, or her diet.
 
    
 
   That’s not fair. I can’t judge her like that. She might not always eat shit.
 
    
 
   Anyway, she’s hardly going to want a Birds Eye with me if she’s eating a burger now. Going by the size of her, I guess her appetite won’t be huge. I doubt she’ll even finish the burger.
 
    
 
   The girl stood with her looks to be the sort of girl who was always picked last, for sports occasions, at school. Bigger than the burger van from this angle. And her voice... even parked up over here I can hear her as though I’m stood right next to her.
 
    
 
   No, she’s not for me either. Although she does look as though she could eat a Birds Eye along with the burger she is currently wolfing. She could probably polish mine off too. 
 
    
 
   Dark Thought: I wonder if she’s greedy enough to eat the problems I have rotting away in the garage.
 
    
 
   I laughed and slowly pulled away from the kerb to continue my drive around the industrial estate. Those two girls are a good sign - it could be busy tonight.
 
    
 
   A glance down the first turn-off, as I drove by, makes me fear my earlier prediction of how busy it could be tonight could have been a little off. Not many shadows standing in the darkness waiting for dates. I struggle to see anyone at all, in fact. Not a good sign. Am I desperate enough to take home Big Bertha back at the burger van?! I want someone to join me for dinner and that immediately rules out the pretty one. I might be desperate for company tonight but not desperate enough to waste good food. And I hate it when people sit opposite me, not eating, watching me chew. It’s just weird.
 
    
 
   Would Big Bertha even fit in the car?
 
    
 
   Would it be illegal to strap her to the roof?!
 
    
 
   Nope. Can’t lower myself. Just count on there being someone down the next road - which I approached within seconds. Ah! Someone is down there - movement in the shadows. A good shape to the shadow. She, if it’s a woman, isn’t another Big Bertha at least. 
 
    
 
   Promising. 
 
    
 
   I turned down the road and gave my lights a flash as I did so - a sign to the person waiting in the dark that I’m on the prowl. Hopefully it is a lady of the night and they understand. I pulled up alongside the kerb, on the opposite side of the road. 
 
    
 
   I never park next to them. I prefer to make them walk into the light before they jump into my car. As they cross the road, illuminated by the lamps, it gives me a good opportunity to take a look at them. If I don’t like what I see - I still have time to drive away without any awkwardness.
 
    
 
   The woman stepped from the shadows. Not the ugliest I’ve ever seen but... well, I can see why she chose to stand in the shadows. More chance of cars stopping for her. It doesn’t matter, I’m not here to fall in love. I’m here for company. Company and to give them a night off from having to sell themselves for anything other than company.
 
    
 
   The woman stopped in her tracks and frowned before taking a step backwards - swallowed up by the darkness again. What the Hell was that about? Vanessa’s old man a secret kerb-crawler?! She recognised the car?
 
    
 
   Suddenly the passenger door swung open - almost causing me a coronary in the process. I wish people would stop creeping up on my cars. It really freaks me out. I turned my head to see what was going on - relief washed through me when I realised it was another working girl. Must have missed her standing in the shadows on this side of the road.
 
    
 
   “Oh it’s you,” she said.
 
    
 
   The chances.
 
    
 
   Same woman as the night I went after Jade.
 
    
 
   “How have you bee.... you look like Hell.... what happened?”
 
    
 
   I was going to ask her to leave. Felt like I had rescued her once before so it was only fair I gave another girl a chance but... she seemed more talkative this time round. Must have had a fix recently. Opened her right up. And it’s not as though the last date was a bad one... it was just quieter than I had originally preferred. Maybe tonight could be different.
 
    
 
   “I ran into a spot of bother,” I said. I remembered what Jade said happened to her - what’s good for her is good for me. “I was mugged.”
 
    
 
   “Shit! You’re okay though?”
 
    
 
   I smiled - she’s definitely a different person tonight. I held up a roll of money and raised my eyebrow - no words needed... a simple gesture to ask if she was keen to come with me again.
 
    
 
   She returned my smile and took the cash from me, “Another roll of fives wrapped in a twenty?” she asked. Forgot I played that trick on her last time we met.
 
    
 
   “That okay?” I asked. Rather know now if she’s going to try and milk me for more cash. If that’s the case, she can leave now.
 
    
 
   She put the money in her coat pocket, a clear sign everything was okay. “So what’s it to be tonight?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Care to join me for the night? A meal and some company?”
 
    
 
   “The night? You’re not going to kick me out in the early hours again?”
 
    
 
   “The night,” I confirmed.
 
    
 
   “Sure, what the Hell... a night off would be nice.”
 
    
 
   I smiled. 
 
    
 
   Last time I felt a little disappointed how she went straight back to her ‘office’ when I dropped her back. So, to hear her say a night off would be nice... it felt good.
 
    
 
   I pressed my foot down on the accelerator and drove us away - gearing up to drive the long route home.
 
    
 
   “If you hang a left at the end of this road - it’s quicker,” she said.
 
    
 
   I flashed her a look.
 
    
 
   “You went miles out of your way last time,” she laughed. “Mind if I smoke?”
 
    
 
   She took a cigarette from her jacket pocket - same leather jacket as the blonde at the burger van - and lit it up without waiting for my permission. Normally I hate smokers but... could be a good sign. Smokers tend to have slightly poorer sense of smells than people who don’t choose to slowly kill themselves with the cancer sticks. A good sign she can’t detect any strange odors in here.... a good sign she won’t smell anything is slightly ‘off’ at home too. She can smoke.
 
    
 
   “Did they catch the person who did that to you?” she asked.
 
    
 
   I shook my head.
 
    
 
   I turned left. No sense wasting the petrol if she knows where I live and even knows the shorter routes to get there. Pointless going the long way; besides, she’ll only question why I turned right. Think I can trust her anyway. She knew where I lived yet she didn’t come back round.... yes.... I can trust her.
 
    
 
   “Shame - knowing people like that are on the streets... makes me angry.”
 
    
 
   “Well, what can you do?! Just have to be more careful,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Or find them and kill them all,” she laughed.
 
    
 
   Considering the quieter girl I met, on our last date, her suggestion took me by surprise but, in truth, it wasn’t a bad one. Maybe I should find out who those two men were... ask Jade when I have her. Lure them to the house, maybe.... Get Jade to invite them over on the false promise of her release. Lure them over, open the front door and douse them in acid... look them in the eye whilst they scream... whilst their skin melts away from their faces and their eyeballs burn back into the sockets...
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” she broke my thoughts, “forget I said that - I’m not normally like that... It’s just it makes me so angry knowing people like that are walking the streets.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.”
 
    
 
   “Normally it’s the street-girls who are the victims,” she continued.
 
    
 
   And that, too, I understand. Hence my need to save them. A night off is the best I can offer but it’s better than nothing. At least I am doing my part.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, no chance of bumping into them tonight,” she continued, “I’ve got me a gentleman.”
 
    
 
   She smiled at me. 
 
    
 
   I did my best not to let my smile turn into laughter.
 
    
 
   First time I’ve ever been called a gentleman.
 
    
 
   “So what’s on the menu tonight?” she asked - changing the subject.
 
    
 
   “I got us a microwave roast...”
 
    
 
   “Same as last time?”
 
    
 
   “Birds Eye....”
 
    
 
   “Nice! Haven’t had a proper Birds Eye one for years!” 
 
    
 
   Not one hundred percent certain but I think, going from her voice, she was being serious. Couldn’t sense any sarcasm there. 
 
    
 
   I can’t believe the change in her from the first time we met.
 
    
 
   I like it.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   When we got back to my house, I opened the door and let her walk through first, “So do I get the guided tour this time?”
 
    
 
   “Sure,” I said. So long as she doesn’t expect the guided tour to include the garage - everywhere else in the house is safe... even the spare room which I decorated since Angela. No choice on that one - the mess she left behind. Every time I thought I had the room clean, I’d go ahead and find another piece of skin. I pointed through to the dining room first, “You’ve already seen the dining room...”
 
    
 
   She still looked through the door as if it was completely new to her.
 
    
 
   “Nice.”
 
    
 
   “Through there,” I pointed, “is the kitchen...”
 
    
 
   She walked through to the kitchen and looked around.
 
    
 
   “Nice size too,” she said.
 
    
 
   She says that now but... wait until she tries stacking it with a lifetime’s worth of food. The cupboards soon fill and the floorspace soon disappears, I can tell you.
 
    
 
   “Upstairs is the study, the spare room, my room and the bathroom...”
 
    
 
   “What’s through there?” she pointed to the garage.
 
    
 
   “Just the garage - nothing worth seeing in there.... don’t even know what I did with the key,” I said just in case she suddenly asked to have a look inside. Pretty sure she wouldn’t like what she saw.
 
    
 
   “Can I see upstairs?”
 
    
 
   Nosy girl.
 
    
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   Why do I feel like an estate agent showing off a new property to a prospective buyer. 
 
    
 
   I led the way up the creaking stairs and showed her the bathroom which was also....
 
    
 
   “Nice....”
 
    
 
   Funny, she sees ‘nice’ rooms and I see people I’ve killed.
 
    
 
   I pointed out the spare room to her, closed behind the door, and hoped she didn’t venture in, “It’s pretty bare in there. Nothing worth seeing... started to decorate it...”
 
    
 
   She opened the door anyway.
 
    
 
   Vanessa, Angela.... to name but two of the bodies I saw when she opened the door. One on the floor and one on the bed - both in pools of blood.
 
    
 
   “Be nice when it’s done,” she said. “Any idea what colours you’re going for?”
 
    
 
   Never envisioned picking up a street-girl and talking through colour schemes with them. A little unexpected.
 
    
 
   “I haven’t thought that far ahead,” I said.
 
    
 
   She walked back out of the room and disappeared down the hallway into my own bedroom. “Nice size too,” she said from beyond. “So this is where the magic happens.” I heard her laugh.
 
    
 
   No. The spare room is where the magic happens.
 
    
 
   I was stood in the hallway when she came out of the bedroom and stepped into the computer room. The screens are locked, just in case she pressed anything and saw something she shouldn’t. Least, I think they’re locked. Can’t remember what I did now - just remember checking the petrol situation for the car and that’s it. Must have locked it. Normally do.
 
    
 
   “You have a nice house,” she said. “One day, I’d like to own a place like this - miles from anywhere in the country... peaceful.... no trouble.... just nature. Love it.”
 
    
 
   She came back out having not even touched the computer.
 
    
 
   “Girls like me don’t get places like this though... just a pipe dream...”
 
    
 
   “Dreams can come true if you fight long and hard enough,” I said - knowing I only had this house because my mother, Fiona, left it to me.
 
    
 
   “That’s a whole lot of fighting to be done!” she laughed.
 
    
 
   She walked past me and ventured back down the stairs where I followed her into the lounge, “I think this is my favourite room.... feels the most homely.” 
 
    
 
   I think it’s the only room I haven’t killed someone in, I don’t tell her. When I get Jade - maybe I should do her in the lounge. Might be nice to complete the set... or maybe I should keep the room pure. Could be nice to have a room untainted by death.
 
    
 
   “You know,” she said - changing the subject one more, “I feel a bit embarrassed but... I don’t think we actually exchanged names...”
 
    
 
   We didn’t. I rarely exchange names with my dates because I don’t normally see them again. Usually, I pick them up - spend a pleasant evening - and drop them home again. I think this is the first time I’ve seen one of the ladies for the second time.
 
    
 
   “I’m Emma,” she said. She held her hand out for a handshake. How formal. I took it and we shook.
 
    
 
   “Peter.”
 
    
 
   “Well, nice to meet you, Pete....”
 
    
 
   “Peter...” stay calm.
 
    
 
   Give her a chance.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - Peter.”
 
    
 
   I smiled. “Nice to meet you too,” I said. It actually was. But, I’ve been here before... keep my distance. Have a pleasant evening, by all means, but keep my distance. Take the company but don’t kid yourself into thinking anything else. You’re helping her. She’s helping you. Nothing more, nothing less. “Are you hungry?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I could eat. Want me to make it?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “I’ve got it.” I have it down perfectly now - cooking the Birds Eye roast... so easy to overcook them. Ruin them. Chances are, that’s what she’ll do if I let her make it. No. Safer if I do it. Besides, it’s not as though it takes very long.
 
    
 
   “I don’t mind,” she offered again.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” I repeated, “make yourself at home...”
 
    
 
   I stood up and walked through to the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Why couldn’t I have met someone with her attitude back at the start - before everything changed. Before I realised I’m not entitled to love. Someone like her in a normal job. Me in a normal job having never got involved with my mission... or my ex-girlfriends. Everything would have been different. Ah well, no sense thinking about that now. What’s done is done. No turning back. I’ve chosen my path. The Chosen Routes. The Last Stop. This is as much of a Happy Ever After as I’ll ever get...
 
    
 
   I’m on autopilot. By the time I realise what I’m doing, I’ve pressed the ‘start’ button on the microwave and the first of the two meals is spinning around. Watching the food spin around.... I sympathise with it.... I’ve been feeling like that since my run in with the brute. Was hoping it would have stopped by now - I’ve had enough.
 
    
 
   “Anything I can do?” I jumped at the sound of her voice and turned to see her stood in the doorway. I’m not used to people walking around the house. Normally they wait where they’re bound.
 
    
 
   “All under control,” I said. Let’s be honest, a microwave meal hardly needs more than one person to prepare it and, even then, there isn’t much preparation needed.
 
    
 
   She smelt the air and turned towards the bin, by the back door, “I think something has gone off....”
 
    
 
   I smiled, “I’ll take it out later. Missed the bin men this week.”
 
    
 
   “Surprised they even come out this way,” she said.
 
    
 
   The microwave ‘pinged’. 
 
    
 
   First meal is ready.
 
    
 
   I took it out of the machine only for Emma to take it from me, “I’ve got it... you can start the next one...”
 
    
 
   Teamwork.
 
    
 
   That’s new.
 
    
 
   I turned my attention to the second meal. A few button clicks later and it too was spinning in the microwave. A quick look at Emma and she’s already removed the plastic packaging from the first meal.
 
    
 
   “Can take it through, if you want. I’ll be right there...” I said - still struggling to get used to having willing company with me.
 
    
 
   “That’s cool. Need to wait a minute anyway to let it cool down. Think that’s what the box suggests if memory serves correctly.”
 
    
 
   “Memory does indeed serve correctly,” I said. I never thought I’d meet someone who enjoyed these meals as much as me.
 
    
 
   “Besides, it’s rude to start eating when the host hasn’t even sat down! Manners cost nothing....” she finished.
 
    
 
   I smiled.
 
    
 
   A woman after my own heart...
 
    
 
   “Have you ever tried the other roasts they do?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Not really a fan of change,” I said. “I like the turkey one... the chicken one is a bit... well, it doesn’t much taste of chicken. Beef is okay, though, if I can’t find the turkey. Not everyone seems to sell the turkey.”
 
    
 
   The microwave pinged. Second meal was ready.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   We sat as before - opposite each other at the dining room table. Two glasses of orange and our roasts between us. It’s nice - us both sat here, enjoying our meals and the company we provide each other.
 
    
 
   “You really live here by yourself?” she asked in between mouthfuls. She even eats more politely than she did last time. Maybe she was having an off-day.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “It must get lonely,” she said.
 
    
 
   “It does. But, that’s why you’re here...”
 
    
 
   “You just get lonely and pick up hookers?”
 
    
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   When she says it like that - it doesn’t sound very good. Doesn’t make me too endearing. If anything, it makes me sound like the rest of the men she no doubt sees.
 
    
 
   “I don’t see it,” she says. “You seem different.”
 
    
 
   If only she knew.
 
    
 
   She continued, “I can’t believe you don’t have a partner buried away somewhere...”
 
    
 
   Nearly spat my food out.
 
    
 
   If only she knew - there are several of them buried away.
 
    
 
   “I told you last time,” she’s obviously forgotten, “I’m not cut out for love.”
 
    
 
   “But love is so much healthier than this....”
 
    
 
   “This?” I questioned her.
 
    
 
   “This. Us. What we’re doing...”
 
    
 
   “This is just company. This is healthy,” I said.
 
    
 
   “But from a real girlfriend - you could get it for free and more.... and last time you didn’t even try it on with me. So technically - that would make us friends if this were the real world... You must have friends who can give you company from time to time?”
 
    
 
   Well, there was John - not so long ago - but that didn’t really end very well and he certainly wouldn’t come and spend time with me even if he had survived our last encounter.
 
    
 
   Emma looked at me with a look of pity on her face. Not exactly what I wanted.
 
    
 
   “I like the way my life is now,” I told her - hoping to convince her not to feel sorry for me. My life is far from ideal but... I feel this is as good as it’s going to get for someone like me.
 
    
 
   “We can always get better,” she said. “We just need to take what we want.”
 
    
 
   “Is that what you do?”
 
    
 
   “Needs must,” she replied.
 
    
 
   Not quite sure what that meant so I changed the subject, “How’s the food?”
 
    
 
   “Good,” she smiled. “Thinking back to our last meal, you can definitely taste the difference between the branded and unbranded product, can’t you?”
 
    
 
   I nodded.
 
    
 
   “So how come you served me the supermarket crap last time then?” she laughed.
 
    
 
   Busted.
 
    
 
   “You seemed quieter last time we met...”
 
    
 
   “So?!”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. How do I tell her she wasn’t worth the Birds Eye last time because of her quietness? The evening was going quite well, all things considered, and I didn’t want to ruin it.
 
    
 
   “At least you saw sense this time round,” she said. Maybe she sensed how I didn’t have an answer for her. “And I was just shy last time - it was the first time a customer has actually invited me back to their house for anything other than a fuck.”
 
    
 
   A fair point.
 
    
 
   She crossed her knife and fork - a sign she’d finished her meal. “So what now?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “We can go through to the lounge?” I suggested. I hadn’t finished but I crossed the knife and fork over one another in the near-empty tray of food too. Don’t fancy sitting here whilst she watches me eat. Makes me feel self-conscious and awkward.
 
    
 
   “Or we can go upstairs?” she suggested with a slight raising of her eyebrow.
 
    
 
   I stuttered, “Lounge is good...”
 
    
 
   I didn’t bring her here for anything other than ‘conversational’ company. I have no wish to become intimate with her. Well I do... but... no.... it would make me as bad as the other men in her life. I’m not a user. She’s only offering because she thinks it’s what is expected of her. Well, I don’t expect it. She isn’t here to please me like that. Company. Nothing more. Nothing less. 
 
    
 
   I can’t tell by her facial expression whether she is pleased or annoyed by my desire to just continue our chat in the lounge, instead of going upstairs.
 
    
 
   She’s a nice enough girl - perfect almost... but she is also difficult to read.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   7.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you want me to drive you to your home?” I asked.
 
    
 
   The previous night had flown by. Nice company and good food. Just what the doctor should have ordered - instead of the rest and relaxation they actually prescribed me. If anything, I was a little disappointed when the time came to take Emma home. But - she’s had her night off. Back to reality.
 
    
 
   “The industrial estate is fine,” she said as she walked into the lounge, where I had slept on the sofa. “Did you sleep okay?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I slept well, thank you.”  A lie. I hadn’t slept. Wish I had. Too tired to stay up all night. Always do, though, when I have people stay over. Just in case they decide to go for a midnight walk. Don’t want them nosing around where they shouldn’t. Don’t want them seeing things they shouldn’t. “How about you?”
 
    
 
   “Very well, thank you - you could have shared the bed with me,” she said. She did offer last night but I wasn’t comfortable with the idea. My mind is too fragile and I didn’t want it getting the wrong idea of what the evening was about. Company. Nothing more. Nothing less. I didn’t answer her. “.... did we have time for breakfast?” she asked. Normally the girls just leave. They don’t even hint to wanting breakfast. Not used to that and, therefore, don’t actually have anything in. “Could murder a bacon sandwich?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t actually have anything in....” I said, a little embarrassed.
 
    
 
   “Oh...” she sounded disappointed.
 
    
 
   “We could stop off and get something? Find a little cafe?”
 
    
 
   “No... no that’s fine - it was just an idea,” she said.
 
    
 
   I dropped the ball there. 
 
    
 
   Would have been nice to have a breakfast together.
 
    
 
   “Maybe next time,” she continued.
 
    
 
   Next time? What did she think last night was? I thought I was pretty clear I wanted her there for company only. Didn’t want anything else. Didn’t want anything more from it.... well, I did.... I just couldn’t. People like me... we’re not allowed anything more. I’m surprised people like me can even get away with friendships... is this even a friendship? Last night was a business transaction. I paid her to be with me. Couldn’t be more than friendship. Business. Unless she wanted there to be another time? I’m confused.
 
    
 
   “I’ll just get my coat.” She walked back out of the lounge to the hallway where she had hung her coat on the banister.
 
    
 
   I stood up to follow...
 
    
 
   Dizzy...
 
    
 
   Still not over it.
 
    
 
   She walked back in and noticed my swaying, “Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   I nodded and smiled. 
 
    
 
   She doesn’t need to know. 
 
    
 
   No one does. 
 
    
 
   It will pass.
 
    
 
   “Okay, well, I’m ready....” she said.
 
    
 
   We both stood there, for a moment, as though it was the end of a real date. Neither of us wanting to be the one to make the first move. Neither of us knowing the other’s true intentions with regards to the climax of our time together.
 
    
 
   “I’ll get my keys,” I said eventually - breaking the awkward silence. I stepped past her, into the hallway, and through to the kitchen worktop where I had thrown the keys the previous night, when we came home.
 
    
 
   This date feels strange. Feels like it’s something it isn’t. Feels as though it’s real. It’s not real. Need to keep telling myself that. I did her a favour just as she did me one. There’s nothing else to it. Why do I feel so different on this date than I did with the previous ones? What is it with this girl... I turned back to the hallway where I could see her standing by the front door, “Ready?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she said. She looked almost as confused as how I felt. She opened the front door and stepped outside. Guess this was new to her too. Could a woman like this ever have feelings for someone like me? Girls like her... do they even have feelings for men... I mean, after all the men who have forced themselves upon these girls - do they ever gain the ability to fall in love again or do they believe all men just to be scum? No, that can’t be. They must be able to get feelings for people again...
 
    
 
   Why?
 
    
 
   I feel I don’t believe in love. Maybe these girls believe the same. Maybe they feel they don’t believe it too. And, like me, maybe they’ve turned that emotion off too? Could just ask her....
 
    
 
   No.
 
    
 
   I’m not looking for anything. There’s nothing to be had. Forget about it...
 
    
 
   She’s outside by the car, waiting for me to unlock it, by the time I stepped out of the front door. A click of the button, on the car’s key fob, unlocked the door - allowing her to climb into the passenger seat. I turned and locked the front door.
 
    
 
   I hope the radio is playing some good music. Might help with the awkward silences I’m expecting on the way to drop her off. I walked down to the car and opened the car door before climbing in.
 
    
 
   “I’ve had a nice time,” she said when I closed the door.
 
    
 
   Not sure what to say. Can’t hurt to agree, I suppose. After all, I did have a nice time. Nicer than I first thought when she climbed into the car, “Me too.” I fired the car’s engine up and pulled out of the drive. “You sure I can’t take you directly to your home?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head, “The industrial estate will be fine,” she said, “I don’t live too far from there anyway. But thank you....”
 
    
 
   I smiled. I’m surprised she’s so keen to get back on the industrial estate. So keen to get back to work.
 
    
 
   “Why do you do it?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Do what?” she snapped. 
 
    
 
   Had I hit a nerve?
 
    
 
   “You know... sell yourself...”
 
    
 
   The more time I spent with her, the more I got the impression she wasn’t a user like some of the girls I had picked up before. She made no signs of being on any drugs; after all, each drug has its own giveaway sign to look out for. And the effects don’t last forever; yet today... she seems just as bright as she did yesterday. Still no signs of being on anything. But - would she really do the job for the love of it? It can’t be nice allowing men to fuck her... not this standard of man anyway... Maybe the men who pay more for the higher class of women off the Internet?
 
    
 
   “I like meeting the men,” she said. Her tone had changed - I’m curious to know more but don’t push the point. I like the girl. I get the impression she likes me. I’m not used to the mutual feelings. Don’t ruin it.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean any offence,” I said. 
 
    
 
   Drop it.
 
    
 
   “You really only pick us up for the non-intimate form of company?” she asked - turning the subject away from her.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Never tempted to fuck any of us?”
 
    
 
   Hard to answer. 
 
    
 
   Sex would be nice, with some of them... Emma especially... but... that’s not what I am about anymore.
 
    
 
   “You didn’t like the night off from all of that?” I asked.
 
    
 
   She didn’t answer either.
 
    
 
   “I like this song,” I said. I turned the radio up. There was no song. It was the news. Typical. I sense her look at me. She laughed. I laughed too and we drove, for a while, in blissful silence.
 
    
 
   You know you’re with the right person when you are both comfortable to sit in silence with one another. 
 
    
 
   If only I had met her sooner.
 
    
 
   The rest of the drive back to the industrial estate was incident free - just the two of us, sat in our comfortable silence. Not necessarily that we had run out of things to say... we just didn’t feel the need.
 
    
 
   “Last chance for a lift to your front door...,” I said as I pulled over to the side of the road - the same place where I had originally collected her from.
 
    
 
   “I’m good, thank you.”
 
    
 
   Maybe she doesn’t want me seeing where she lives. She might not want me suddenly showing up at her front door. I can understand that. I was protective about where I lived, after all.
 
    
 
   “Breakfast? Coffee... full English?”
 
    
 
   She laughed, “No, thank you.... I’m fine.”
 
    
 
   My heart sunk. 
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Next time - ensure there is enough food in the house to cook a breakfast too.
 
    
 
   I wonder - do Birds Eye do microwave Full English breakfasts?
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Google that later.
 
    
 
   “Well, thanks again,” she said. She smiled and opened the car door, before climbing out. She turned back to talk to me, “Who knows... might catch you some other time?”
 
    
 
   I smiled, “Maybe.”
 
    
 
   Hopefully.
 
    
 
   She flashed me another smile and turned away. I watched as she crossed the road, walking away from me. If she turns back - she likes me... Part of me wants to see her turn back. Another part of me wants her to keep walking. Definitely simpler if she keeps walking....
 
    
 
   She turned round and looked back at me; still smiling, she threw me a little wave. I waved back.
 
    
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
   I pressed my foot down on the accelerator and pulled away from the kerb. Should I ‘beep’ the horn? Wave my hand out of the window? No. Just keep driving.
 
    
 
   I know I shouldn’t but... already I miss her.
 
    
 
   Stupid.
 
    
 
   I’ve been doing this for months now. Never had these feelings before. What makes her so different? She isn’t different. She’s the same as the others. Keep telling yourself that. She’s the same. But she isn’t though... she is different... she’s better... and she likes me... They say you’re more likely to find love when you’re not looking for it... is that what’s happened?! Am I on the verge of finding love?!
 
    
 
   No...
 
    
 
   No I’m not.
 
    
 
   People like me aren’t allowed ‘love’. 
 
    
 
   This is just a cruel trick being played by Karma.
 
    
 
   I’m not allowed love.
 
    
 
   Besides, I doubt I’ll see her again. All these months, coming down here, I’ve only seen her twice... I doubt I’ll see her again. I hope I don’t see her again. What am I saying? Of course I want to see her again. Too soon to go and collect her?! Pick her up again?! It’s been nice having her around - I even forgot the pain I was in with the aches of my bruised bones... Maybe I should go and pick her up again... one more day. 
 
    
 
   Good therapy...
 
    
 
   Stop it.
 
    
 
   Stop being stupid.
 
    
 
   You need to distract yourself. 
 
    
 
   Take your mind off of her..... 
 
    
 
   Need a distraction...
 
    
 
   ... Jade.
 
    
 
   Emma even managed to make me forget about Jade. I can’t allow that. Can’t let Jade carry on rinsing guys. Need to teach her that lesson - especially now I’ve made her even worse.
 
    
 
   Yes, I should pop in on my old friend and see what she is up too. Start planning how I’m going to take our relationship to the next level. 
 
    
 
   Get my mind back on the game. 
 
    
 
   Continue with my goals. 
 
    
 
   My purpose.
 
    
 
   I can’t let Emma get in the way of that.
 
    
 
   Need to forget about her.
 
    
 
   Easier said than done.
 
    
 
   It would help if I could start on Jade now. I don’t dare try, though. Not whilst I keep getting the dizzy spells. What if a spell strikes just before I do?! I can’t risk it - can’t risk giving Jade the chance of getting to me before I get to her. Not again. 
 
    
 
   Driving home; I’ll check out her Facebook page again. 
 
    
 
   I might be better off trying to see other places she likes to visit. Might be a better idea than going after her at the strip club again. Now she’s been followed once, she may be more careful and more aware of people following.
 
    
 
   When did everything become so complicated?!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   Home again.
 
    
 
   I can still smell Emma.
 
    
 
   Nice to smell something in the house other than Death. Another reason to miss her company.... NO.... Come on.... stop it.... Maybe I should open the garage door - let the scent find its way into the house easier... help me move on. Help me focus on something other than her. So easily swayed by thoughts of a woman loving me... sometimes I hate myself.
 
    
 
   Weak.
 
    
 
   Pathetic.
 
    
 
   I stormed up the stairs, towards the computer room. Load the tower unit up and look up Jade. Let her sway my mind once more. Let her make my blood boil and distract me from other stupid thoughts floating through my damaged mind. Study her photos and the captions that go with them - see if I recognise any of the settings... give me an idea of where else I can find her in the real world. Somewhere else I can pluck her from.
 
    
 
   The required loading-minutes raced by as my mind raced to the different ways I could teach Jade a lesson and I was soon browsing through her photographs. The first one to pop up being the picture of her face with her nose bandaged up. I find it hard to laugh at that picture, like I originally had, now I know what the picture has managed to secure her. Nothing will happen about it but, even so, I hit the ‘report’ button next to the photo. You never know, some moderators might take it down...
 
    
 
   The other pictures irk me, just the same. Pictures of her posing in various different sets of underwear - material of all makes.... silk being the most prominent set being used. Doesn’t appear that she caters for my taste. Shame, could have put her in the red dress Vanessa despised so much.
 
    
 
   Several clicks later and it’s becoming apparent - not many pictures that are giving away her location. Certainly no shots of her stumbling out of a nightclub - like Angela had amongst her photos. Certainly nothing to direct me to where she enjoys hanging out with her girlfriends - when she isn’t busy working the pole at the strip club... in fact, the strip club is one of the only establishments I actually recognise from any of her photos.
 
    
 
   Have to say, though, credit where credit is due - she looks prettier in these pictures than she did coming out of the club. Different sort of client I guess. Sure, some of the men who frequent the strip club will have money but... not to the level of the men who would be looking at her Facebook page...
 
    
 
   Not to the level of people like Jeremy Clack.
 
    
 
   Cunt.
 
    
 
   Ooh - reminded myself.... doesn’t appear he has accepted my friend request yet. Son of a bitch.
 
    
 
   Back to her photographs... A shame there aren’t other pictures amongst the collection which offer me a chance to find her somewhere other than the club. I didn’t want to go back there. Figured she’d always have someone watching her now... and I don’t even know when she’d be likely to return to work - what with her nose the way it is. Wonder how long she’ll take to heal.
 
    
 
   Whatever the timeframe, I guarantee it will be quicker than the time needed to heal from the injuries she’ll suffer next time we meet. If we meet again, that is.  What if she doesn’t go back to work? Not sure how to track her down if she doesn’t go back.... if I have spooked her away for good. She has to go back. Of course she’ll go back... the sort of.... person.... she is.... she’ll want the money. It’s easy money to a little whore such as her. And she enjoys the tease - both evident from her social networking page and the fact she chose to be a stripper. She’ll go back alright. What if she is back already? She might be there tonight. 
 
    
 
   Stop getting carried away. 
 
    
 
   Not ready to face her yet.
 
    
 
   Who am I kidding.... now is the perfect time to go after her. I’m primed. I’m ready. I need to do this. Help me forget about Emma and what may or may not be happening there...
 
    
 
   But the dizzy spells.
 
    
 
   Fuck them.
 
    
 
   I can do this.
 
    
 
   I can.
 
    
 
   I know I can.
 
    
 
   I know I’m ready.
 
    
 
   Just make sure I’m more careful this time. Make sure she can’t see me. Maybe take a knife with me - something for the glove compartment of the car - just in case she spots me and calls her friends again.
 
    
 
   Yes, I’ll take a knife.
 
    
 
   Maybe let her see me. Notice I’m following her. Let her call her friends. I’ll be ready this time. No words, I’ll just stick the blade into their stomachs and twist it deep within - make it near on impossible for surgeons to be able to piece together the organs I rip through. Stab them both and watch them bleed out before giving chase to Jade... might make her lick the blade clean.
 
    
 
   Yes.
 
    
 
   I’m liking this.
 
    
 
   Feeling ready.
 
    
 
   Tonight is the night.
 
    
 
   Time to end her.
 
    
 
   I have Emma to thank for this. She made me forget how I feel - other than the dizzy spells, which I’ll do my best to ignore. She made me forget the pain my limbs are in by making me feel... loved.... again... Without knowing what she has done, she is the one who is making tonight possible.
 
    
 
   Because of Emma - Jade will die.
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   Maybe it’s her night off? 
 
    
 
   Just because she isn’t here tonight - it doesn’t mean she hasn’t returned yet. Although, maybe I did get ahead of myself. After all, my bruises haven’t completely healed yet. Pretty sure that means her nose will still be a mess.
 
    
 
   Sat looking at the main door to the club and she hasn’t come out. Club was busy, though.... seems the world and his wife have come out.... just not Jade. I can’t help but feel a little disappointed. I had psyched myself up to finish this tonight.... well.... start it at least. I was going to drag this one out. Make her suffer for what she had made her friends do. 
 
    
 
   The club door opened again and another man stepped out. Smaller than the bouncers, he turned back to the door and locked it with a key he pulled from his jacket pocket. Unless he is locking her in - she isn’t working tonight.
 
    
 
   He must be the manager. Wonder if I could run up to him and ask when Jade is coming back to work. No. He wouldn’t tell me. No doubt Jade would have told him about me. He’ll probably be on the lookout for me now.
 
    
 
   Just have to keep coming back again until she makes an appearance.
 
    
 
   How long should I keep coming back though? Give it a month? If she isn’t back in a month - probably means she isn’t going to return and I’ll just be wasting my time.
 
    
 
   God I hope that’s not the case.
 
    
 
   I don’t want to not have my date with her.
 
    
 
   Not after we’ve come so far...
 
    
 
   Speaking of which.... be a shame to drive into town for a wasted trip. I could just drive by the industrial estate, seeing as I’m over this way, to see if there are any ladies working tonight.... maybe bump into Emma... I mean, I’m sure she won’t be down there now... positive in fact. She had a late night last night and was back on the estate this morning - she’s probably at home this evening... And, even if she is working, she won’t be there now... sure some horny fellow would have long since taken her off the streets for an hour or two...
 
    
 
   Might have dropped her back again too, though. Might have. Worth a look. Could offer her a meal back at mine... a meal and a hot bath.... She might like that.... No...
 
    
 
   Drive down the estate - yes.... but.... help another girl tonight.
 
    
 
   Take another girl home.
 
    
 
   It would help me to move on from Emma if I see someone else. Show me that Emma isn’t as good as I think she is... prove to me that it’s just my mind playing a trick on me and that any of the street-walkers will appear just as nice as Emma. It doesn’t mean she likes me.
 
    
 
   But she did look back.
 
    
 
   Suddenly remembering where I was, I ducked down - out of sight - as the manager of the club walked by my car. It’s okay, he didn’t spot me. I’m safe.
 
    
 
   I waited until he was nothing more than a small dot in the rearview mirror, before I started the car up and drove away.
 
    
 
   If Emma is at the industrial estate - I’m going to take it as a sign that we might have a chance of actually being together.... no, that’s stupid. Something a school kid is likely to say as he plucks up the courage to ask a girl out.... if I get this question right - I’ll ask her out.
 
    
 
   Grow up.
 
    
 
   Even if she’s there, I should take someone else home tonight.
 
    
 
   Fair is fair.
 
    
 
   Emma’s had her turn. More so.
 
    
 
   Let someone else have an evening off.
 
    
 
   The journey to the industrial estate wasn’t far from the strip club - made easier by the traffic lights being on my side. As I turned into the estate, past where the burger van was usually parked, I felt my heart’s pace quicken. What if she is still here, at this hour? Surely, to choose someone else whilst they’re stood together... surely that would be rude. And what would be the point in picking another girl when I know the company Emma offers is so good?
 
    
 
   I forget myself.
 
    
 
   It’s not about what she can do for me. 
 
    
 
   It’s about what we can do for one another. 
 
    
 
   It’ll be easier if she isn’t to be seen.
 
    
 
   Just as long as there’s one girl here, to come home with me. I can’t face going home alone this evening... not with the disappointment of not seeing Jade.... and the nagging thoughts of Emma buzzing through my mind. I need some company.
 
    
 
   Someone.
 
    
 
   Anyone.
 
    
 
   I’m not fooling anyone. Let alone fooling myself. If she is here... I’ll ask her back to mine again. Only hope there is a twenty-four hour supermarket around which will have some Birds Eye meals in stock still. The one closest to my house seems to sell out faster than the other supermarkets. And I don’t have the petrol to go to the other stores... If she really does like me, as my mind keeps pretending, surely she’d be happy with the supermarket own brand... Not sure. Don’t want to risk it.
 
    
 
   Worry about it if she’s even here. No stressing about it now. Three in the morning - only the most desperate of girls are likely to be on the streets still. I don’t think Emma falls into that category.
 
    
 
   It’s already getting light outside. Makes it easier to see if there are any ladies waiting for business down each of the side roads. As luck would have it, I see one down the first road I come too. The way she’s walking clearly shows she is on her way home from an appointment or a fix. Swaying all over the place as though drunk or high. One to miss, I think. Pretty sure I won’t get much coherent conversation from her, if she were to climb into my car. Pretty sure I’d even have to help her into the car...
 
    
 
   No other women are apparent down this road so I ventured on to the next turn-off. Empty street - it looks like a ghost town. Hopefully more joy down the next street. I pressed my foot onto the accelerator and drove on a few hundred yards, to the next road.
 
    
 
   There’s someone down this one. Walking away from me on the left of the road. Looks to be a woman but, from this distance, it’s hard to make out. No harm in driving down - I can see, whoever it is, they’re clearly able to walk in a straight line. Doesn’t appear, from this distance, they’re under the influence of anything...
 
    
 
   I didn’t bother indicating, just turned the wheel and hung a left onto the road. Definitely a working-girl, as I got closer. Not Emma. My heart sinks a little. Probably for the best, though, I keep telling myself.... and, from behind, this girl looks to be okay. Shiny leggings and a tight black top.... her waist is tiny. How the men don’t break her, I don’t know. As I approached close behind, she turned around - a face to match her body... thin and dainty. She isn’t the prettiest of girls I have seen but - as far as addicts go - I’ve seen worse. She’s mainly let down by her complexion. Years of abuse clearly spelt out on wrinkles around her eyes and mouth - putting years on her appearance. God only knows how old she is. I pulled over and wound the electric window down, “Hi....”
 
    
 
   She turned to the car and approached the window, “You looking to party?”
 
    
 
   I’ve never understood that saying. Not sure what parties these girls frequented, when growing up, but the ones I was invited to, albeit rarely, never seemed to involve the acts these girls offer their paying customers.
 
    
 
   “Just looking for company,” I said, “been a long day...”
 
    
 
   “There’s a quiet car park around the corner,” she smiled. 
 
    
 
   Yellow teeth.
 
    
 
   “I was thinking you might want to come back to mine.... I could cook us something to eat....”
 
    
 
   The girl laughed. Did she think I was joking?
 
    
 
   “Honey, I’m all about the fucking and sucking....”
 
    
 
   She licked her lips suggestively. It’s been a while and yet I still felt a twitch. I guess my animalistic instincts sometimes need to be satisfied too.
 
    
 
   The woman carried on, “For twenty pounds I’ll suck you off, forty pounds you can fuck my tight pussy....”
 
    
 
   Doubt it’s tight, somehow.... not at these rates....
 
    
 
   “.... and for fifty you can fuck my arse...”
 
    
 
   I felt my face redden at the way she was talking. This isn’t me. This isn’t the person I am. I don’t use these women. I help them. I save them. Not a user.
 
    
 
   “... so what’s it to be?” a hint of desperation in her voice.
 
    
 
   Well maybe this will be helping her - if I go through with this... it will fund her next fix. Was the desperation in her voice because it’s been a quiet night and she knows she’s going to start going cold-turkey if she doesn’t get another hit of whatever soon? Is that even the right expression?
 
    
 
   Mental Note to Self: Google that later.
 
    
 
   And she’ll be helping me. Maybe this, with a stranger, will take my mind from ridiculous thoughts of Emma. And.... and if this woman didn’t want me - she wouldn’t have stopped. Would have kept walking. Maybe this girl enjoys her job. Does it out of choice and not necessity.... 
 
    
 
   “Your loss,” she said. She stood to her full height and went to walk away.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got fifty,” I called out. She stopped and turned back into the car. I reached into my pocket and held up two twenties and a ten.
 
    
 
   She smiled again - yellow teeth - and climbed into the car.
 
    
 
   I felt her arse would be the safer of the options. Tight enough to feel compared to how stretched her vagina must be from all of the abuse it’s suffered and I didn’t fancy having her mouth so close to mine.... not with her yellow teeth and the smell of some other client’s cum on her breath. How was I to know how many people she had sucked off earlier that night?
 
    
 
   The woman reached across and took the notes from my shaking hand.
 
    
 
   Shaking?
 
    
 
   Nervous?
 
    
 
   Unlike me.
 
    
 
   “Just carry on to the end of the road and turn right....” she said. She lifted her legs onto the dashboard of the car and slipped her red underwear off. I turned away as I suddenly came over all shy. She laughed before she spat into her hand and rubbed her saliva between her arse cheeks.
 
    
 
   Who said romance was dead.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt dirty no sooner had I finished with the street-girl.
 
    
 
   Dirtier still was the state of the condom. I wonder if the girl knew the state it would have been in, upon withdrawal.... and, had she known, would she have cared or did she only care about the financial reward for offering such a point of interest in the first place? The mind boggles.
 
    
 
   Thank God I was wearing protection - not that I would have ever been stupid enough to go bareback with a girl such as this, despite her offering of the pleasure for double the money. God only knows what she is carrying. I’m sure many men, out there, would jump at the chance to ride without the feel of rubber desensitising them.
 
    
 
   Those men.... they deserve everything they catch - from the ‘milder’ infections to the more serious.
 
    
 
   I wonder if Emma offers bareback sex.... she seems pretty switched on, when we speak... would she really be so stupid as to offer that?! No, I can’t see it. She wouldn’t be so stupid. Not for any money in the world.
 
    
 
   Emma....
 
    
 
   Obviously my attempt at ejaculating thoughts of Emma from my mind had failed; if anything - they had grown stronger. And now I felt guilty for ‘cheating’ on her with this street-girl.
 
    
 
   Given her job, would she have a right to feel jealous if she found out what I had done? After all, she goes with other men.... of course she would feel jealous. She should feel jealous. She does what she has to do for cash... business. Whatever is needed in order to survive in this harsh world. What I did... what I did was purely a selfish act.
 
    
 
   I became what I hated. I used a girl, who is down and out, for my own sexual gratification. Just another faceless prick in the evening to take advantage of the services she offers...
 
    
 
   No...
 
    
 
   This girl didn’t count.
 
    
 
   She wasn’t like the other girls. She was begging for it. She wanted sex. She made it clear she was only interested in fucking and sucking. The other girls - they were all grateful when I offered them the chance of escape for an evening. 
 
    
 
   Grateful.
 
    
 
   The same offer was made of this woman. She declined it - preferring to stick around the industrial estate to see if anyone would show up to fuck her instead. 
 
    
 
   Thinking about it, I still saved her. I fucked her. It could have been someone else. It could have been someone rougher. Someone who would have been violent with her. I was gentle... as gentle as one can be when performing that act, at least. She didn’t seem to be in pain anyway, after the initial entrance. Smooth sailing... 
 
    
 
   Yes, I don’t need to hate myself for what I’ve done tonight. I tried to rid thoughts of Emma from my mind and I saved this girl by being a gentle customer instead of one who’d treat her badly. I haven’t done anything wrong. No need to be harsh on myself. Not tonight. I just wish the act would have saved me from constantly thinking about Emma though. Either that, or Jade had come out of the club; if she had come out - I would have been at home now, instead of sitting in this car park with only my thoughts for company now the street-girl has left. The night would have been completely different had Jade been working...
 
    
 
   I wound the window down and dropped the full and dirtied condom on the floor. Don’t think I need that left in the car, stinking it out. I think the smell of the dead is more pleasant. I wound the window back up and happened to glance across the road....
 
    
 
   .... Emma?!
 
    
 
   Getting light now, I could see Emma on the other side of the road stumbling close to the wall. She isn’t walking how she normally walks - if anything, walking as though she’s hurting from something.
 
    
 
   I opened the car door and climbed out, closing it behind me.
 
    
 
   “Emma,” I called out as I crossed the road. She heard me and quickened her pace, forcing me to run after her. “Emma!” I yelled again. She realised she wasn’t going to be getting away from me so stopped in her tracks and slowly turned around - allowing me to see her face for the first time and..... blood......
 
   “What happened?” I asked. “Who did this to you?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything - in shock, I guess. I can’t even see where the blood is coming from but, the way it was smeared on her face, I’m guessing she was hit on the nose. I looked down the street to see if anyone was there.... see if the culprit was stood around watching her struggle away. No one there. Deserted.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, “I’ll take you back to mine....”
 
    
 
   She didn’t put up any resistance as I helped her across the road, towards the car. If anything it felt as though she was leading the way. Not that I was complaining. We walked to the passenger side where I opened the car door for her, and I helped her in. With her comfortable, and the seat belt on, I ran around to the other side and climbed in too.
 
    
 
   “Do you know the man who did this to you?” I asked. I hoped she did. Whoever it was could have gone directly to the top of my list - past Jade.
 
    
 
   She shook her head, “Just a punter,” she whispered. “A no one.”
 
    
 
   I put the key in the ignition and started the car. I won’t ask any more questions - let her come to me when she is ready. I’m sure, when she wants to talk, she will. Just concentrate on getting her back to mine... get her in a hot bath. She must be aching. I remember how I felt when I was hurt. Even today, bits of me are still sore and achy.
 
    
 
   Poor girl.
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   Ignoring petrol consumption, it didn’t take long to get home once I put my foot down. Only needed a quick stop off to grab some microwave meals for us to eat, if she gets hungry.
 
    
 
   Looking at her.... and thinking about the lack of conversation - I’m not sure how long she will be staying with me but I thought it better to be prepared... grabbed as many of the Birds Eye meals as they had in the frozen cabinets. The shop assistant gave me the strangest of looks as she rung them through her till. 
 
    
 
   Not important. 
 
    
 
   I won’t be seeing her again.
 
    
 
   Emma’s been in the bath for about an hour now. I’ve periodically been calling out to her, to see if she is okay, but she hasn’t been answering me. I guess she is okay, though. Can hear her splashing around in there. She probably just wants to be alone for a while. I can understand that. Well, when she’s ready, I’m downstairs waiting. And speaking of waiting - fresh towels wait for her by the bathroom door - within easy reach when she’s ready to leave the room.
 
    
 
   I didn’t feel as though I could just walk in and put them on the side. I felt as though it would be rude, even though it is my house.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she said from the doorway to the lounge, where I was waiting. I jumped at the sound of her voice. So lost in thought, I didn’t hear her get out of the bath... let alone coming down the stairs. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you...” she finished.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine.... feeling any better?”
 
    
 
   She nodded. 
 
    
 
   She looked a vision there, stood in the doorway - a white towel wrapped around her body. Her hair dripping wet... no make-up on her face... the first time I have ever seen her without make-up. She looks good. A natural beauty. I have a feeling I’m going to need to see a lot of other women if I’m ever going to get thoughts of Emma from my mind.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to talk about it?” I asked.
 
    
 
   She shook her head, “No - thank you... I just want to put it from my mind.”
 
    
 
   I’m curious to know what happened but... I won’t press her. I don’t want to cause her any unnecessary upset. That wouldn’t be fair.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for allowing me to come back with you,” she said.
 
    
 
   “My pleasure,” it really was my pleasure. “I didn’t think it best to leave you on your own.... whenever you’re ready, though, I’ll run you home... no rush though...”
 
    
 
   She smiled and came into the room and sat down next to me on the sofa. She looks good considering what she must have been through. Luckily there seems to be no lasting damage done. Good.
 
    
 
   “What were you doing down there?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Awkward.
 
    
 
   Part of me wanted to tell her the truth. Part of me wanted to tell her how I felt towards her and I had been to the industrial estate to see if she were there..... part of me wanted to confess that I had been with another woman when I realised Emma wasn’t around. I even wanted to tell her why I went with the other girl.... to try and get thoughts of Emma removed from my mind because I knew they were stupid and ill-placed.
 
    
 
   I can’t be loved.
 
    
 
   I’m not allowed the luxury of it.
 
    
 
   It would be impossible for Emma to have thoughts like that towards me. My mind was simply playing cruel tricks on me. Teasing me. Taunting me....
 
    
 
   ‘Look what you could have had if you were normal....’
 
    
 
   But the same part of me, that wants to confess all, knows - even if she did like me - she wouldn’t forgive me for my actions. I had cheated on her.
 
    
 
   “I was looking for you,” I said.
 
    
 
   A half-truth.
 
    
 
   “You were looking for me?” she asked.
 
    
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   I actually felt a little stupid for telling her. 
 
    
 
   A little stupid and a little shy.
 
    
 
   I decided to change the subject, “Did you want me to see if I had a spare t-shirt for you, or something? Save you putting on the dirty clothes again?”
 
    
 
   She smiled, “Yes, please... that would be nice - thank you...”
 
    
 
   I stood up, “I’m not sure what I have but I’ll have a look....”
 
    
 
   She held her hand out towards me, “Can you help me up?” I took hold of it and pulled her up off the sofa. Cold hand. Cold hand, warm heart? “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   I was hoping to be left alone, for just a minute to regain my composure, but it was evident she wanted to come upstairs with me.
 
    
 
   “So - you found me.... what now?” she asked as we ventured up the stairs. 
 
    
 
   “Not sure,” I replied. “Breakfast?”
 
    
 
   She laughed. Part of me felt as though she was enjoying the tease.
 
    
 
   I walked into my bedroom, where she followed, and opened the built-in cupboard next to the bed. I turned to her, “Help yourself....” I took a step back to allow her access - bit cramped next to the bed.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.... what’s this?!” she spotted something almost immediately.
 
    
 
   “What’s what?” I asked.
 
    
 
   My heart sank when she pulled out the red PVC dress. The only item of female clothing I had kept from the days of Vanessa - unable to throw it into the bin. 
 
    
 
   Sentimental value.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t have you down as the sort....” she said as she pulled it out of the cupboard. “Ooh, it’s nice....”
 
    
 
   “It’s not mine... it’s my ex-girlfriends...”
 
    
 
   “That’s what they all say,” she teased. Her spirits seem high considering she was beaten up only hours earlier. “May I?” She took it off the hanger, before I could answer, and dropped the towel to the floor revealing her naked body to me for the first time.
 
    
 
   I turned away, embarrassed. From what I saw - she looked perfect. I wish I could have allowed my eyes to linger for longer but I felt it would be rude. Would she have really done that, allowed me to see, if she didn’t like me too? 
 
    
 
   “What do you think?” she asked.
 
    
 
   I turned around to see her stood there - modelling the red dress. It was better than I ever knew it could be. Far better on her than on the model who wore it on the website, from where I purchased it.
 
    
 
   Far better on her than it was on Vanessa.
 
    
 
   “Looks good,” I stuttered as I felt myself harden.
 
    
 
   “Feels good,” she purred. “What else have you got?” 
 
    
 
   She turned back into the cupboard and started shifting through the various clothes which hung within.
 
    
 
   “That’s the only thing I kept of hers,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Well, this will do whilst my other clothes are in the wash....”
 
    
 
   I don’t actually remember saying I’d wash her clothes but... at least it means she planned on staying for a few more hours. Another sign she likes me? She turned out of the cupboard and I took the opportunity to kiss her on the lips - figuring it would be harder for her to back away or resist if I caught her by surprise. A gentle, lingering peck on her soft lips. 
 
    
 
    
 
   To my own surprise, she didn’t pull away. I moved away slightly and opened my eyes to see her looking straight back at me.... a smile on her face.
 
    
 
   “What was that for?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer her. I just moved back in, slowly so as not to catch her off guard, to kiss her again. Putting my hands on her buttocks, I pulled her close - pressing my erection against her - and kissed her again... sliding my tongue into her warm, inviting mouth. The long, slow, passionate kiss felt as though I had imagined it would and she put up no resistance. A rarity. I stopped and pulled away - suddenly overcome with embarrassment and my mind reminding me that this wasn’t permitted for someone like me.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry....” I said.
 
    
 
   “Don’t be,” she whispered. “I’ve been waiting for that since our first date...”
 
    
 
   A date?
 
    
 
   She thought we were having dates too? Not appointments like other clients get? A real date? Maybe I’ve done enough good, now, to be allowed ‘love’. I’ve saved enough girls and punished enough of the wicked... Fate has now determined I am worthy enough for the warm embrace of love. I kissed her again - a longer kiss this time.... She pulled away, licking her lips.
 
    
 
   I don’t think either of us expected the prior evening’s activities to end this way but I, for one, wasn’t about to complain.
 
    
 
   “You mentioned something about breakfast?”
 
    
 
   I nodded, “Are you hungry?”
 
    
 
   “Yes....”
 
    
 
   I backed away from her - allowing her to move from the corner of the room.
 
    
 
   “What would you like?” I asked. “I still haven’t done a proper shop but I could do us a microwave meal....”
 
    
 
   She smiled and said, “Okay.”
 
    
 
   I’m hungry too but now I have a taste for her lips; I’d sooner be kissing her again.
 
    
 
   “Let me cook for you,” she said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   I’m the one who does the cooking. I’ve never been comfortable enough to allow someone else free rein in the kitchen. Maybe I need to ease up a little - allow others to do things, such as cooking, if they so choose. This whole situation is new to me - I may as well go the whole way and really embrace the changes...
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” she said, “I do know how to operate a microwave.”
 
    
 
   I laughed, “Okay, that would be nice.”
 
    
 
   It will be nice.
 
    
 
   Everything about this is ‘nice’.
 
    
 
   All this time I’ve been looking for love. If only I had known that, to find it, all I had to do was to cease my pursuit of it. Cease the hunt and it would hunt me out instead. I have to confess, I like how this is making me feel... it’s even making me think less often about Jade... not that she is going to get away with what she does and has done.... just, for now, I’m not as worried about catching up with her. I long for the day it happens but, right now, I’m enjoying this too much. I don’t want to rush this moment just to get to the next.
 
    
 
   “You can wait in the lounge and put your feet up,” she said, “I’ll call you through to the dining room when it’s ready.” She smiled at me once more and walked past me, back onto the landing - where she grabbed her handbag - and down the stairs towards the kitchen.
 
    
 
   I stood on top of the landing, holding onto the banister, and watched as she went through to the kitchen. The garage is locked so I know she can’t see my past rotting away within. It’s now I regret not being quicker at digging the hole in the garden for my guests. I’d love to move this relationship to the next level - make it all official - but I know I have my work cut out with regards to sorting this house.... to make it ‘girlfriend-friendly’.... hide my monster from her. Should never have delayed in sorting the house. I always wanted this day to come and it’s a shame to slow things down just because of past actions. Maybe we could live in her house... have this as our country retreat... something to talk about over dinner?
 
    
 
   Slow down.
 
    
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself again. Silly thoughts of living together... Happy Ever After..... this could all still be a cruel trick... something bad could be around the corner to ruin everything again and plunge me back to my loneliness.... No, this is different this time. I feel it. Not that I’ve ever felt this before but I know it’s different.... a good different this time.
 
    
 
   I’m sure of it.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ready!” Emma called out from the dining room.
 
    
 
   I jumped up from the lounge’s settee and ventured through to the dining room - two roast meals cooked to, what looks to be, perfection on either side of the table. She had even managed to find a candle from one of the kitchen cupboards which she had placed between our place settings.
 
    
 
   “Looks nice,” I said as I took a seat opposite where she was sitting - still looking like an Angel in the red dress and her hair still wet from the bath.
 
    
 
   “Hopefully it will taste nice,” she said.
 
    
 
   Emma wasted no time grabbing her knife and fork and tucking into her meal. Probably starving after all she’d been through during the previous night. I wish she’d tell me what happened to her. I want nothing more than to put things right for her. Nothing - not even Jade - would give me greater pleasure than to find the person who dared hurt her. Can’t mention it, though. I don’t want to push her away. I’m sure she’ll tell me - if and when she wants to.
 
    
 
   “How is it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t even taken a bite, yet she was more than halfway through demolishing hers. I cut one of the potatoes up and put it in my mouth - perfectly nuked in the microwave, “It’s good,” I answered.
 
    
 
   She smiled.
 
    
 
   “See, told you I knew how to use a microwave...” she said, “Sorry if you don’t like orange,” she continued - referring to the drink she had prepared for me, “it’s all I could find.”
 
    
 
   “Orange is good....” I said. It was my house - if the cupboards were full of orange, as they were, it was safe to assume I was okay with regards to drinking it.
 
    
 
   “Who knows,” she said, chewing with her mouth open as per our first unattractive date together, “maybe one day you’ll let me cook you a real roast...” she laughed.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked. From the time we were upstairs kissing to now.... something seemed different about her. She seemed manic. She took her handbag into the kitchen with her, earlier - was there something in the bag that she had taken? Had I read her wrong and she does have some addiction of sorts?
 
    
 
   “Am I okay?” she laughed harder - to the point where she was in hysterics. I stood up to go round to comfort he..... dizzy..... Must have stood up too fast. She looked at me, still laughing and tears rolling down her cheek, “Are you okay?!”
 
    
 
   Dizzier than I’ve ever felt before...
 
    
 
   Her laughter echoing through my mind.
 
    
 
   “You don’t look very well,” she said - her voice sounded as though it wasn’t even coming from her mouth. Her voice echoing....
 
    
 
   What is this?
 
    
 
   I grabbed the table for support.
 
    
 
   The dizzy spell isn’t passing like it normally does.
 
    
 
   Not feeling...
 
    
 
   Something...
 
    
 
   Not....
 
    
 
   Something...
 
    
 
   Right..........................................
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   He looks peaceful, sleeping on the table. It seems a shame to wake him but I don’t want him to miss this. I’ve let them... people like him... miss things before and always felt a tinge of disappointment after I had finished with them... disappointment that they weren’t able to share the experience with me. It felt as though I had cheated them of their final moments and that made me feel selfish. They didn’t necessarily deserve any extra time in this world but, that wasn’t my choice... it shouldn’t have been my choice. I should always wait for them to wake up. 
 
    
 
   And if they’re taking their time in opening their eyes.... a little help is sometimes welcomed....
 
    
 
   I hit him in the face.
 
    
 
   “Wake up...”
 
    
 
   He stirred slightly... another slap to his cheek might help him stir some more. Certainly can’t hurt. It’s not as though I’m strong enough to do any real damage. I slapped him again.
 
    
 
   “Open your eyes!”
 
    
 
   He’s slept longer than the others who have fallen before him. I don’t think I used too much of the drug in his food... pretty sure it was the usual amount. His slumber was probably increased with the bang to the head he suffered when he finally lost his balance and gave up his consciousness. The way he was swaying around the table, walking towards me... I thought he was never going to pass out. For a split second, I thought I might have had to just finish him where he swayed... a knife to the heart as per usual.
 
    
 
   Not sure how that kills them all of the time... these men... they don’t have hearts. Surely plunging a knife there would just be like sticking the blade into an empty space.
 
    
 
   Animals, the lot of them.
 
    
 
   They deserve what I do to them. 
 
    
 
   All of them.
 
    
 
   He fidgeted on the table but was stopped from moving too far thanks to the restraints I used, taken from my handbag. One on each of his wrists and one of each of his ankles - fastened to the legs of the table.
 
    
 
   I found the restraining process easier this time. Normally it’s much harder to cope with the dead weights when we’re in their cars. Harder still to move them to where they’ll never be found when our dates are finished.
 
    
 
   “Where am I?” he asked. Speech slurring as though he were drunk. Maybe I did get the dose wrong. First time for everything. I didn’t bother answering him. No point. It won’t be long now before he realises where he is and what is going on. I’ll just bide my time. Wait for him to put the pieces together. Save wasting my energy having to explain the obvious.
 
    
 
   He opened his eyes and quickly came to his senses. A look of panic in his eyes when he realised where he was..... and that I was stood above him with one of his sharpest kitchen knives.
 
    
 
   “What’s going on? What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   He came to his senses quicker than the men before him.
 
    
 
   “I knew it was only a matter of time...”
 
    
 
   “What? What was a matter of time?”
 
    
 
   “You. Showing your true colours...”
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “You’re just like the other men I see,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Forcing yourself upon women who have very little choice... you think people like us want people like you kissing us.... touching us.... breathing on is.... they don’t.... we don’t....”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t.... I don’t understand....”
 
    
 
   “For a minute, I thought you might have been different to the other men.....”
 
    
 
   “I am different,” he pleaded.
 
    
 
   They all say that. All plead how different they are to the other men I see. But they’re not. They’re the same. Otherwise, why else would they be there - driving the streets looking for women like me...
 
    
 
   “I thought you actually did just want company... didn’t think you were there to use us for our vaginas.... your own perverted sexual needs....”
 
    
 
   “I’m not.... I just want to be loved....” 
 
    
 
   Look at him panicking.
 
    
 
   Pathetic.
 
    
 
   Whimpering little man.
 
    
 
   Not so big now.
 
    
 
   They all appear small in this situation.
 
    
 
   As soon as they realise what’s coming.
 
    
 
   “I believed you may have wanted a girl just for company because you were lonely, as you said but.... then you proved your true colours....”
 
    
 
   “How?”
 
    
 
   “Upstairs... forcing your tongue into my mouth - uninvited...”
 
    
 
   “No...”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you liked me,” he said.
 
    
 
   Not the first man to get Pretty Woman Syndrome. A man who believes a working girl loves him just because of the attention she is paying him. A man who forgets it’s just a business transaction and they’re pretending to like them. These men don’t want love, though. The Pretty Woman Syndrome is nothing more than a man spotting an opportunity for a free fuck. Further proving he wants nothing more than to use the woman as he sees fit... all the better if he doesn’t pay for it.
 
    
 
   “You’re pathetic,” I spat. “You all are....”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean all?!”
 
    
 
   He’s starting to put the pieces together finally. 
 
    
 
   Slow.
 
    
 
   The slowest? 
 
    
 
   Could be.
 
    
 
   “You really thought that blood on my face was my own? Where are my bruises? Where are the cuts that caused such blood to flow?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes. Just laid there until, “You’ve got me wrong.... I don’t want to take advantage of women.... I don’t. I just want to be loved. I just want to give my heart to someone and for someone to give...”
 
    
 
   I cut him off, “You want to give your heart to someone?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it’s all I’ve ever wanted...”
 
    
 
   “Well, my love, I’ll take it.... and I’ll carry it with me wherever I go....”
 
    
 
   I didn’t wait for him to say anything further - I simply positioned the knife to his chest and pushed the blade through to where his heart would be. The look of shock on his face. I love the way their expressions change when the blade pierces their flesh... the pain, the shock.... the feeling of helplessness as their life flows from their body dragging them to their eternal sleep. I never look away when I do it. Always, always keep looking in their eyes as they gasp their final few breaths. I pulled the knife out again and re-inserted it a little further down, and again, and again.... his gasps getting shallower as I saw my way through his chest - making a bigger hole... I have to put quite a bit of pressure on the handle just to get through the bone but it’s worth it.... worth the effort... so much blood... normally I only put the knife in once but this man.... he’s the worst of what I’ve found whilst doing this little hobby on the streets.... pretending to offer a helpless girl.... pretending to offer her a love she can never have. He’s cruel.
 
    
 
   When I made a large enough gash, I pulled the knife from his chest for the final time before plunging my hand into the fresh hole.... a little bit of fiddling... a little bit of yanking and tugging and finally I managed to free my hand, once more, clutching onto his beating heart - not that it beat much longer.
 
    
 
   I’ve taken his life.
 
    
 
   I’ve taken his heart.
 
    
 
   And I think I’ll take his house.
 
    
 
   Normally when I do this, I take their wallets and help myself to any cash which might be inside but this.... this house.... this is too good an opportunity to pass up.... from the first moment I stepped in through the door I could see the potential here.... step my game up... perhaps set up a high-class escort service... all from here.... offering in-calls to unsuspecting clients... and then deal with them from the comfort of my own home... It would be nicer to work from home. Certainly save petrol.... and it would be nice to not to have to work in the cold anymore...
 
    
 
   I’m glad this fuck showed his true colours so I could see him for the monster he really was. Took him long enough. Nearly had me believing he was different to the others. I knew it was just a matter of time, though... especially after I found this fucking hideous dress in the cupboard. I bet he asks all of the women to wear this when he fucks them. Regardless... the wait was totally worth it....
 
    
 
   What’s his is mine.
 
    
 
   I dropped his heart to the floor and stepped away from his fresh corpse. I feel disappointed it’s over so soon. Especially given the song and dance we played to get to this stage of the game. But that’s the trouble, isn’t it.... I just get so carried away dishing out what these animals deserve that I’m never able to control myself. Never able to really take my time and savour the moment. A shame but, six in, I’m still new to this. I have time to learn. Time to get my skills down to a fine art. So long as I’m not caught, that is.
 
    
 
   Speaking of being caught, I’ll deal with his body shortly.... just in case any unwelcome visitors come around. Not that I am expecting anyone. He said no one really visits him.... and I bet he brought the other girls back here, the long way round like he did with me the first time we came here... There’s no chance they’ll be knocking on his door... If they do... I suppose I can always put their deaths down to collateral damage. I mean, I don’t want to kill them but.... I wouldn’t have a choice. I’d have to do it. Well - would I? Perhaps they’d just think I was his partner. After all, a man fucking a prostitute behind his wife’s back... nothing new there. 
 
    
 
   Worry about it as and when. It won’t stop me dealing with his body shortly. First, I think I deserve a proper look around my new house. A chance to get a glimpse of the man I killed. Normally, I only get to know them from their begging and requests of mercy before I stab them.... it’ll be nice to get insight into what they’re really like through personal possessions. Never had that opportunity before.
 
    
 
   I turned out of the room to check out my new home.
 
    
 
   I think I’m going to like it here...
 
    
 
   I walked into the lounge - not much is really needed in here. Maybe some flowers to brighten the place up a little. Definitely need some cushions for the sofa. What is it with men and their inability to buy cushions.... sure they don’t need to go overboard but would a couple really hurt?
 
    
 
   I didn’t bother going into the kitchen - already had a chance to see what that was like when I was cooking our food. Speaking of which, I’m glad he bought a few boxes - saves me going out to the shops later. Before I do that, I want to make a list of things I need. No doubt washing up liquid and toilet roll will be required. From my experience, men like to run out before they think to replace items such as that - and cleaning products... this place could do with a good clean. It looks as though a builder has walked dust through the entire house and just left it there to fester.... Probably need to buy a duster too - with the size of the dust webs hanging from the ceiling. Actually, I don’t even want to think about cleaning yet. Bigger priorities at the moment - like getting him into smaller, more manageable pieces...
 
    
 
   I walked up the stairs to the bedroom. A nice bonfire in the back garden will get rid of his clothes. I’m sure there’ll be something in the garage to help me light a fire. If not - can pick some matches up, and a small can of lighter fluid, when I do venture out to the shops. Again, getting rid of his clothes isn’t as urgent as disposing of him. Speaking of which - I wonder what his garden is like - might not have to cut him up.... could just bury him out back. Sure there won’t be many people snooping around out here. Hell, could even bury the clothes with him. I might keep this dress, though. It helped bring out his monster so it might help bring out the Inner-Demon of other men too. Besides, the more I wear it - the comfier it’s starting to feel. Not so bad now. In fact, I think I’m starting to feel a little sexy in it.... never thought I could pull something like this off.
 
    
 
   Looking in the spare room and what used to be his bedroom, I clearly need to buy myself some curtains too. He obviously gave no thought to the ones he purchased - hideous things. Do they even keep the light out? So thin.
 
    
 
   The walls seem bare too. A few pictures won’t go amiss. Make this place a little more homely.... Was he even living here or just surviving? How’d he ever expect to meet someone, like he protested, living here? Impossible to gauge his personality from what he has on display. Least it means there isn’t as much to clear out. Be quicker, this way, to make the home my own...
 
    
 
   I felt a pang of excitement rush through me. Haven’t felt that for a long, long time... well, in normal circumstances at least... I tend to feel it when I’m with a client... but day-to-day life... I wondered whether there was anything that could make me feel proper emotions. This, though... this is definitely exciting.
 
    
 
   I walked back down the stairs towards the kitchen.... the garage is the only part of this building I haven’t seen yet. I wonder what state that’s in. Fuck, if it’s dusty and soulless in here.... Garage is probably half rotten. Mind you - most men are meticulous when it comes to storing things in their garages... maybe this man is the same. Everything has its place. Everything stored away easy to find as and when they need it.
 
    
 
   In the kitchen, I approached the garage door - walking past the bin I smelt that he never got around to emptying it like he said - a turn on the handle shows the garage is locked. Dammit. Oh well, the key will be around somewhere. Just a matter of finding it. Where would I put the key if this were my house....
 
    
 
   If this were my house?
 
    
 
   It is my house!
 
    
 
   Okay, surely he’d put it in one of the kitchen drawers. A quick root around later and no key is revealed. When I find it I might even get a little hook, next to the door, where I can hang it in the future. Easier than hunting around or misplacing it.
 
    
 
   Maybe he keeps them on him - attached to the fob with the house keys. Makes sense, for a man, I suppose. Obviously he hasn’t given much thought as to what happens should he ever misplace his house keys. Not only would those be lost but, if that’s where the other key is too, the garage key would be lost too! Shame he’s no longer with us. It would have been nice to point out the error of his ways. Oh well.
 
    
 
   I walked back down the hallway and pushed the dining room door open. There he is - still on the table. Whenever I walk away from a body, only to return to it later, I always panic that it’s not going to be there... as if I hadn’t actually killed him - only wounded him and, in the time I’ve been gone, they’ve staggered off to get help or try and find something to attack me with. No paranoid sense this time, though - not with his chest ripped open and heart on the floor. Weird... in this light, his heart looks black. But then, given the sort of man he is.... and the others are... or rather ‘were’... I guess this is the norm.
 
    
 
   I approached his body and tapped the left-hand pocket of his trousers. Empty. Reaching across his corpse, I tapped the right-hand side and heard the familiar jingle of keys, attached to a fob, hiding within. Bingo. I don’t need to walk to the other side of him, can reach into his pocket from this side quite easily and do so - with my right hand. Here we go.... I pulled the keys out. Hopefully one of the keys here will be for the garage and, hopefully, another will be for the back door. Be nice to find that for when I’m ready to get that bin out of the house. Honestly, what is it with men and their ability to leave things until the last minute?
 
    
 
   With the keys in hand, I walked back through to the kitchen and started patiently trying each of the keys in the lock of the garage door. I wonder if he even needed all of the keys on this ring? Too late to ask him. What I find in here determines what I do with his body. If I find a shovel, I’ll bury what I’ve done in the rear garden. If I find a hacksaw, he can go in bin bags for the time being whilst I pop to town to get a shovel. He must have a shovel. He’s a man. Don’t most men have all the necessary tools? They just tend not to use them - most of them happy to wait for a woman to take charge. At least, that’s what I’ve seen from experience.
 
    
 
   Thinking about it - do I really need to cut him into smaller pieces if I’m just going to pop to town to get the tools, along with some shopping? Surely I can just drag him into the garden and throw a blanket over him until I get back? No... just because it looks as though this house is in the middle of nowhere - it doesn’t necessarily mean people might not swing by. Better to cut him up into a less obvious ‘body’ shape if I’m planning on leaving him around anywhere for any length of time. Besides - would be easier to manage moving him from point to point if he’s in smaller chunks.
 
    
 
   They say with all problems... it’s always easier to break them down into smaller chunks. And that’s all he is now - a problem ready to be broken down into easier, more manageable, chunks.
 
    
 
   CLICK
 
    
 
   Ah ha. 
 
    
 
   Should have known it would have been the larger of the keys. Don’t know why I didn’t try that one first. I pushed down on the handle and pulled the door...
 
    
 
   BANG!
 
    BANG! BANG!
 
    
 
   What the hell is that? Sounds like someone at the front door.
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   I thought he said he didn’t have any friends... a lie? Of course it would be a lie - I was a fool to think anything different.
 
    
 
   I pulled the garage door shut again and walked towards the front door.
 
    
 
   BANG! BANG! BANG!
 
    
 
   Whoever it is they’re desperate to come in. I should just ignore it. They’ll soon tire and go away.
 
    
 
   BANG! BANG!
 
    
 
   “Open the fucking door, Peter.... we know you’re in there...”
 
    
 
   A male voice. 
 
    
 
   Doesn’t sound very friendly.
 
    
 
   “We can hear you moving around....”
 
    
 
   ‘We’ - how many people are there? 
 
    
 
   BANG!
 
    
 
   BANG!
 
    
 
   Any minute now, I’m sure, they’ll get bored and leave.
 
    
 
   But what if they come back?
 
    
 
   Maybe this house isn’t the best of locations. I wouldn’t want this as a wakeup call half way through the night. And what if I am entertaining and they show up - could scare my client to death. Although, thinking about it, at least that would save me from chipping a nail again like I did the other week when one of them put up a struggle. I couldn’t believe how much of a struggle he put up considering he had a knife, rammed to the handle, poking from his chest.
 
    
 
   “If you don’t open the door, we’ll kick the fucking thing down....”
 
    
 
   Whoever it is - their mothers obviously never taught them violence solves nothing. I think it’s fair to say, they aren’t going anywhere.
 
    
 
   “Hold on!” I called.
 
    
 
   “Open the fucking door... where is he....?”
 
    
 
   Carefully I opened the door, just a crack, so I could see out and talk to the people on the other side. Enough of a crack so as not to appear too rude but not enough for them to see into the house.... or see that I’m wearing a red PVC dress. I have a feeling it probably wouldn’t be the best of first impressions.
 
    
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked doing my best not to sound nervous.
 
    
 
   When I’m with my clients I have the upper hand. I am the one in charge. They’re never thinking straight. Just thinking with the brains between their legs... it’s easier to take advantage of the situation and take them by surprise. Here, though, is different. Whoever these... one, two... three..... whoever these three people are - a girl and two men - they’re already fired up and ready for a fight.
 
    
 
   Maybe he wasn’t lying - maybe he doesn’t have many friends...
 
    
 
   “Where the fuck is he?” asked the bigger, and more intimidating, of the men.
 
    
 
   “Who?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t fuck about... Peter Jenkins... where is that little cunt?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about - there isn’t a Peter Jenkins living here...”
 
    
 
   The girl with the bruised face.... did they do this to her? …. held up a piece of paper. Some sort of bill with this address and Peter’s name on it. A quick glance to the date reveals it’s not even that old. Can’t say he’s moved on. “This was in his car,” said the woman. “We know he’s here and we’ve come to collect....”
 
    
 
   “Collect?”
 
    
 
   “He owes my friend for loss of earnings,” said the bigger of the men.
 
    
 
   “I honestly have no idea what you’re all talking about,” I said. I’m not trying to play stupid. I honestly have no idea what is going on... whatever it is, though, it’s starting to fuck me off.
 
    
 
   “You see what your friend did to her face?” asked the second of the men. He pointed to the state of the girl’s face and the bruising around her nose and eyes. Did.... what was his name.... did he really do that to the woman? I have to say, if he did.... fair play... I’ve known her less than five minutes and I feel the same way towards her as he must have felt too. “Now, we’ve come to collect...”
 
    
 
   “I rent...” I said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I rent this property from an estate agent in town. All I can think is that this.... person..... whoever you’re looking for.... maybe they’re the actual owner of the property. Maybe they’re the ones who the estate agents act on the behalf of....”
 
    
 
   “I’ve had enough of this fucking shit,” yelled the man.
 
    
 
   Before I could react, he shoved his way into the house - making room for the other man and the girl to walk in behind him. Nothing I can do now. I guess I’m going to have some serious digging to do by the end of the day.
 
    
 
   “You always dress like that when you’re home alone?!” asked the woman when she saw my dress. The two men stopped and stared. I thought they might like this. Least it’s quieted them down.
 
    
 
   “Okay, fine, he does live here but this isn’t the best of times...”
 
    
 
   “We just want what we’ve come for and we’ll be gone,” said the larger of the men with his eyes fixed firmly on my cleavage. As soon as I can do so, without being spotted, I’ll pull the zip down a little further. It’ll be to my advantage if they start thinking with the brain between their legs. The woman I can take as she comes. The perks of having grown up with older sisters - you always learn the weak spots to use to your advantage.
 
    
 
   “He’s had to pop out to the shops,” I lied....
 
    
 
   No one bought that lie from the expressions on their faces. Obviously, I need to extend the explanation.
 
    
 
   “We needed some chocolate sauce...”
 
    
 
   The two men licked their lips. That worked. The woman looked disgusted - yeah, like she’s never tried that. From the looks of her, I’d say half of whatever shit-hole town she’s crawled from would have had the chance to try that with her.
 
    
 
   “You’re more than welcome to wait,” I said. A subtle look over their shoulder - glad I pulled the dining room door closed when I got the keys earlier. We could all be having a much different conversation right now. I pointed them in the direction of the lounge. “Then, whatever it is you’ve come to collect.....” money being my guess, “.... he’ll be able to square up with you and you can be on your way.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t trust her,” said the woman without even making an attempt to whisper it to her friends.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to trust me,” I offered. “You can either sit and wait or leave... The choice is yours...”
 
    
 
   There isn’t really a choice. They aren’t leaving this house. They gave that decision up the moment they barged in. Had they bought the rental story - would have been different perhaps.
 
    
 
   I pushed past them and walked to the lounge - only stopping to turn to them when I reached the doorway, “What’s it to be?”
 
    
 
   The bigger of the men, probably because he didn’t want to look weak by backing down, walked over and pushed past me into the lounge, “He best not be long.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve seen where we live,” I said, “he’ll be as long as it takes.... you want whatever it is you’ve come for or not?”
 
    
 
   Patience is a virtue - something else their mothers obviously didn’t teach them. Do people like this even have mothers?
 
    
 
   Seeing their friend was prepared to wait, the other man and the whore also ventured into the lounge where they all took a seat on the sofa. 
 
    
 
   Well, this isn’t at all awkward....
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   “This is a nice house you have,” said the smaller of the men - breaking the uncomfortable silence we all sat in.
 
    
 
   “It’s a fucking shit-hole,” said the woman - clearly jealous. I can only imagine the dirty little council flat she lives in. If I were in her shoes, I’d probably be bitter too.... although, having said that and taken a quick look at her shoes... I wouldn’t be seen dead in them. Talk about no style. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said to the man. It was better if I ignored the woman’s comment. There’s no point in responding as it will only fire her up more  and she’s clearly here for a fight. They all are, to be fair. It’s just the sight of me in my red dress has calmed the men’s boiling blood pressure.
 
    
 
   The room fell back into silence.
 
    
 
   I need to think about what I’m doing. We can’t sit here, like this, forever. They aren’t exactly going to just decide the bloke, what was his fucking name again - I’m terrible with names..... they aren’t exactly going to decide he isn’t coming home. Especially with me dressed like I’m ready for playtime. It’s only a matter of time before they tire of waiting and decide he must be in the house after all, hiding.... my diversion a way of giving him time to get away perhaps.... To be honest, I’m surprised they haven’t even started to think this way. But just in case they do....
 
    
 
   “Sorry, this dress is really hot,” I purred. I pulled the zip down further. The dress is only just done up enough to stop myself from spilling out. The men’s jaws dropped and the woman tutted. Men are so easy to control.
 
    
 
   It won’t work forever, though. In truth - I’m only asking for trouble further down the line if things don’t go my way. It only takes one of them to decide they can take what is owed out of me instead. Especially if they’re already turned on. Even the woman would get pleasure out of seeing that - her two friends forcefully taking me against my will. 
 
    
 
   I can’t let it get to that. 
 
    
 
   Need to put a stop to this as soon as I can. 
 
    
 
   I need to split them up. 
 
    
 
   Divide and conquer.
 
    
 
   I’m starting to wish I hadn’t killed what’s-his-face already. It would have been so much easier if he were still alive to sort out his own mess. There’s a part of me which desperately wants to be nosy to find out what happened... what they think he owes but... I know if I do that - it will instantly get their minds focused on what they came for again. Have to bite my tongue. Easier said than done, though.
 
    
 
   Maybe, when I’m done with the men, the woman will tell me.
 
    
 
   Okay, enough thinking... time to act. 
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   Divide and conquer.
 
    
 
   “I’m getting a drink - would anyone else like one?” Better to tell them I’m having one. If I just asked if they wanted one - they would have probably have said ‘no’ and I wouldn’t have been able to leave the room.
 
    
 
   “What have you got?” asked the bigger of the men - eyes still fixed to my breasts...
 
    
 
   He’ll be the first to go. 
 
    
 
   Take out the bigger target first.
 
    
 
   Easier.
 
    
 
   Safer.
 
    
 
   Take him down with the element of surprise.
 
    
 
   “Orange squash.... might have the ingredients for a cup of tea....”
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t say no to cup of tea,” he said. The other man muttered the same.
 
    
 
   “This is fucking ridiculous, can we just get what we came for and fucking go already?” shouted the woman. 
 
    
 
   Normally I get on better with other girls but.... she really is a piece of shit.
 
    
 
   “I don’t suppose you have any biscuits?” asked the smaller of the men.
 
    
 
   “I can check.... can you help me?” I asked the bigger man.
 
    
 
   He smiled, first time since meeting him.... hopefully the last too - not the best of smiles. “Sure.”
 
    
 
   I stood up and walked over to the lounge door before stopping; I stepped to one side to allow him the opportunity to go out first - which he took. Of course he did, most other men would have told the lady to go first... Something told me, though, he wouldn’t have even considered that. I stepped out behind him and pulled the door to. 
 
    
 
   “Which way?” he asked - I pointed to the other end of the hallway where he could clearly see the kitchen if only he took long enough to stop staring at my breasts.
 
    
 
   Considering the size of him, this is going to be easier than I first thought. I have him right where I want him. I stepped around him and walked towards the kitchen - trying my best to wiggle my arse as I did as I knew that’s where he’d be watching. The dress is too tight to pull it up a little to let him see I’m not wearing any underwear.... but, I’ve already thought of a way around that too.
 
    
 
   I walked over to the fridge. “We haven’t been shopping for ages - not quite sure what we’ve even got in the fridge,” I said. Opening the door, I bent over as low as I could go - ensuring the man, now stood behind me, would be able to see everything. It didn’t take him long to take it as an invitation and I felt his hands run up the back of my legs, up to my arse... one of his hands gave my cheek a little slap whilst his other hand moved across to my pussy. Grin and bear it. Men are so fucking predictable.
 
    
 
   I sighed.
 
    
 
   Not because it was nice but... because I wanted him to believe I was enjoying it. Had he had an ounce of sense about him - he would have known from the dryness that I wasn’t enjoying it. Feeling cold, I shut the fridge but stayed in the same position - clear invitation to him to carry on. I’ll give him a few more seconds of fun before I stop him.
 
    
 
   A stinging sensation bolted through my body as he jarred what felt like a couple of fingers inside of me, his other hand not moving off my arse cheek. The sudden penetration took my breath away but that wasn’t a problem - he probably would have taken that as a sign I was enjoying myself.
 
    
 
   I pulled away from him and turned to face him. Stood there, the broadest of smiles on his face, he looks like the cat who’s got the cream. I gave him a playful wink and unzipped the dress completely - allowing it to fall open and reveal my naked body. He pulled me in close. I need to stop him from grabbing me. I need to remain in control if this is to work.
 
    
 
   “We haven’t got long,” I whispered. I wiggled free from his grip and walked over to the kitchen door so I could close it.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want them walking in...” I walked back over to him and pressed myself against him. No turning back now - especially as I could feel the size of his bulge pressing against my thigh. “Our secret?” I asked.
 
    
 
   He nodded and smiled again.
 
    
 
   Stepping back slightly, I pushed him back against the kitchen worktop where I had earlier prepared the microwave meals.
 
    
 
   “Undo your trousers,” I purred. I nibbled on my index finger and visibly gave it a flick of my tongue, ensuring he was watching, before I ran it down my body. Despite the circumstances, it felt kind of nice as I stroked my clit and I couldn’t help let out a sigh.... both for theatrical purposes and because of the tingling sensations I was feeling... Watching, he wasted no time in undoing his belt and yanking his trousers, and boxers down, releasing his manhood from within. The way it sprung up, there was no denying he was blessed in that department. I guess it was a way of making up for his lack of looks. “Are you ready for this?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Suck it,” he ordered.
 
    
 
   “Naughty...” I smiled, despite my skin crawling, and moved closer to him. I gave my hand a lick before taking hold of his shaft. He sighed with pleasure as I slowly started to tug him.... “How’s that feel?” I purred.
 
    
 
   “So fucking good...” he moaned.
 
    
 
   A quick subtle look to the worktop.... microwave meal containers.... and, yes, it’s still there.... Good, I knew it was. Didn’t think I had moved it to the sink after I prepared the meals earlier but, for a split second, I worried I might have.
 
    
 
   I looked back to the man’s face... he’s watching me like a hawk. Can’t do anything whilst he’s watching me. I started moving my hand more vigorously... really pumping him for all he was worth... his soft sighs turned to moans and he dropped his head back and shut his eyes.... perfect, that’s what I wanted....
 
    
 
   “You like?” I asked.
 
    
 
   He didn’t respond. 
 
    
 
   Good. 
 
    
 
   He’s in the zone. 
 
    
 
   Quick as a flash I leaned over with my spare hand and picked the knife up, used earlier for piercing the cellophane wrappers. The man suddenly looked at me - sensing a change in the way I was holding him and the fact I had moved.... Quick! I thrust forward with the knife, before he could react to what was happening around him, and stuck it through his eye. A funny noise escaped from his mouth before he dropped to his knees and, from there, fell to his side - dead.
 
    
 
   One down, two to go.
 
    
 
   I stepped back from the body and the blood puddle that was forming around his neck and face... leave the knife there for a second. Sort myself out. I zipped the dress back up and walked over to the kitchen door. Pulling it open, I called out to the other room, “Do you take milk and sugar?”
 
    
 
   “Just milk,” came the voice of the other man.
 
    
 
   A quick hunt around in the kitchen until I found some mugs. Always in the last place you look. A strange saying... if it were the first place you looked.... you wouldn’t keep looking... Perhaps I think too literally.  Regardless, I pulled the mugs from the cupboard and put them on the side before taking the kettle and filling it with water.
 
    
 
   I need to be careful with this. I need them both distracted on different things so I can take control of the situation without fear of them ganging up on me... and I know just how to do it....
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Your friends just gone to the toilet,” I said as I walked back into the lounge, pushing the door open with my foot because I was holding a tray of drinks.
 
    
 
   I walked over to the far side of the room - with the tray - trying my best not to let either of my visitors see I had the knife crudely stuck through the red dress to keep it in place because of the lack of pockets. I placed the tray on top of the television set, instead of the coffee table, “Sorry, I don’t think I can bend in this dress very easily....” I laughed.
 
    
 
   The man looked a little disappointed - obviously he had hoped to try and score a sneaky look. I feel a little bit bad for him. Perhaps I should have let him have a look.... be nice to leave this planet with one good thing to remember...
 
    
 
   “Help yourself,” I said to the man as I took one of the mugs off the tray. He stood up and walked over to the tray with the last mug. I’m going to have to be quick. I casually walked back over towards the woman...
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is that?!” the man said.
 
    
 
   “What?” said the woman - suddenly alarmed.
 
    
 
   Okay, we’re on.
 
    
 
   I threw the mug of boiling water into the woman’s face and she instantly dropped to her knees, clutching her burning face and screaming.... love the way she screamed... this was the first time I’d heard another woman scream. 
 
    
 
   One who deserved it anyway.
 
    
 
   The man spun around to see what was happening just as I had spun around too.  Dropping the mug, I had ripped the knife from the side of the dress and slashed it across his throat - catching him perfectly. A spray of blood covering my face, I could only just see with the blood stinging my eyes, as he dropped his own mug - still half full with a small, flaccid penis - and fell to the floor clutching his throat. Again, with the strange noises coming from his mouth. Gargling small bubbles of blood, he won’t be breathing much longer. He certainly won’t be a problem for me.
 
    
 
   I turned my attention to the woman who was still screaming.
 
    
 
   “You couldn’t just leave, could you....” I hissed. “Because of you.... your friends are dead.... because of you.... you’ll soon be joining them....”
 
    
 
   “Please... No....” she screamed as her face continued to burn.
 
    
 
   “Who the fuck are you anyway? And what do you want?”
 
    
 
   “We just came for what was owed... since your husband....”
 
    
 
   “My what?”
 
    
 
   “Peter... your husband...”
 
    
 
   “I think you need to see something...” I stormed across to where she was kneeling on the floor and grabbed a handful of her hair. One sharp tug and she was on her feet. I pulled her hair tighter, forcing her head back, ensuring she wouldn’t get any sudden ideas to try and run, or fight me, and frog-marched her through to the dining room.
 
    
 
   Ramming her body against the door to force it open, she was instantly greeted by the sight of Peter. She screamed again.
 
    
 
   “Look at him.... my supposed husband... I didn’t know him.... hardly knew him anyway... he was just another man who’d force himself upon women such as us...”
 
    
 
   “You.... you killed him....” stuttered the woman.
 
    
 
   “No, he killed himself the moment he forced himself upon women who were less fortunate... he made this choice for himself.... Just like all of the other men before him... they’re all the same and get what they deserve...”
 
    
 
   “But I’m like you,” the woman whimpered.
 
    
 
   What does she mean, like me? She kills men like I do? She lures them into her trap and then takes their lives?!
 
    
 
   “I’m like you...” she said again.
 
    
 
   “What are you fucking talking about?” I hissed.
 
    
 
   This should be good. 
 
    
 
   I’m used to hearing how men try and worm their way out of this sort of situation but this is the first time I’m to hear a woman’s excuse or plead for mercy.
 
    
 
   “I don’t kill them but.... I rinse them... the men who cheat on their wives and girlfriends... the men who want to see other women.... get naked pictures, used underwear... dirty, filthy men.... I use them.... I milk them for all I can get... take their money...”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t expecting this.
 
    
 
   “... it’s what they deserve... I use them until there is nothing left... tease them until they’re spent... and yet they never get anything... See, we’re the same... we both like to make the men suffer for how they treat women... This fuck.... he was following me... I recognise him from my Facebook page - the one I use to snare the men....”
 
    
 
   “You have a Facebook page?”
 
    
 
   Really wasn’t expecting this.
 
    
 
   “... He followed me when I finished work one evening so I drove him out to a quiet street where my two friends were waiting...”
 
    
 
   The picture is starting to become clear.
 
    
 
   “.... They warned him off... Beat him.... But not before he hit me...”
 
    
 
   “He wasn’t mugged?”
 
    
 
   The woman shook her head, “They did it to protect me. I haven’t been able to earn any money from the club I work at so we came here, today, to get what we felt he owed...”
 
    
 
   “And if he didn’t pay?”
 
    
 
   “They were going to kill him...”
 
    
 
   Maybe she is just like me. Perhaps we are one and the same... same aim to ruin the men who use and abuse us.... treat us like objects... just different methods to how we do it.
 
    
 
   I have to confess, I’m a little perplexed as to where to go from here...
 
    
 
   “I can help you...” she continued. “I could start luring the people here... the men... and... you could then finish them off.... we could do it together... Those that don’t come here - just after cheap titillation from pictures and merchandise... they’ll continue to get rinsed... the ones who want to take it to the next level... even worse than the previous men... you can have them... you can take their lives... we could do it together... it would work... you know it would.... please....”
 
    
 
   Would it work?
 
    
 
   Can I even trust her or is she just playing a game to save herself?
 
    
 
   Is there even a Facebook page?
 
    
 
   I could keep her here... lock her in the spare room upstairs. 
 
    
 
   She could work from her computer and I wouldn’t let her out. She could continue to rinse the men whilst luring the other men, who want to fuck her, to the house where I could finish them. Perhaps, after a while and when she’s too much of an accomplice to back out of it... perhaps I may begin to trust her a little and she’ll be allowed out of the room.... 
 
    
 
   I could even set up a camera in there so I could continue to watch her - make sure she isn’t trying anything funny.
 
    
 
   No. 
 
    
 
   It’s silly. 
 
    
 
   I couldn’t possibly trust her.
 
    
 
   Not until she proves herself. I don’t want to give her free access to a computer until she’s had the chance to prove what she is worth to me. 
 
    
 
   She needs to kill someone just as I have done.
 
    
 
   I could film her, on my mobile phone... proof, if she ever tried to run from me, that she’s a murderer. Proof which I could upload to the Internet before sending to the police.
 
    
 
   It could work. I could keep her here, for the day, and take his car tonight.... drive to the red light district and pick up a client... bring him back here, where she’ll be waiting - locked in a room - ready to disembowel him.
 
    
 
   “Please... I want to do this.... everything you stand for I agree with.... Please...”
 
    
 
   “Prove it!” I blurted.
 
    
 
   “What? How?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13.
 
    
 
    
 
   With the formal introductions out of the way, I made Jade help me move the bodies into the garden - having found the back door key amongst the keys which contained the one for the garage door and the front door. Stupidly, I forgot to check the garage to see if there was anything to dig a hole with later - not to worry, Jade and I can always do that when we’re home from the Red Light area. It’s a shame I couldn’t trust her enough to leave her at home.... she could have started digging the hole.
 
    
 
   For now, she can do the donkey work... when I trust her.... when she has proven herself... we’ll share in the labour. I only hope she manages to dig the hole before I get a chance to help share the workload. I have to say, I don’t much relish the idea of digging. 
 
    
 
   Especially now there are three bodies to contend with.
 
    
 
   Speaking of which - she didn’t even bat an eyelid when we were moving the bodies of her friends. I guess she really does hate men as much as I do. I’m trying to hide how I feel, just in case this is a trick.... just in case she is playing along until she can get away.... but, even so, I’m feeling a little excited by the prospect of where we’re at.
 
    
 
   Standing in my usual area, I watch her sat in the car opposite to where I am. It should be easy to attract business tonight. For one - I’m still sporting the little red dress, despite the tear in the side. Don’t normally see women wearing this sort of outfit down here, surprisingly enough. More ladies should think about it, though. The blood simply wiped off it... I can only imagine semen would be just as easy to clean off. Much better than having it stain a dress made of a different material.  Another reason it will be easier to attract business tonight.... 
 
    
 
   I’m offering two for one.
 
    
 
   They pay for me and they get my friend too. A pretty little girl, called Jade, who wants to see what it’s like to be a working girl before going ahead and taking the plunge herself. For one night only - they can do whatever they want to her.... treat her as any other of the working girls they steal from the streets. Be as rough, or gentle, as they choose.
 
    
 
   Jade initially panicked when I told her the plan. She wasn’t up for being a sex-slave to some skank off the street.... she only calmed after I explained what would happen.... the men would agree, thinking with their cocks, climb into the car and then.... that’s it. Game over, for them. She didn’t understand why she had to come with me - instead, she asked to go home to fetch more clothes - I simply told her I wanted her to see how it works.... see how easy it is to lure men back with you. She doesn’t know she’s the one who’s going to be ending their lives yet.
 
    
 
   If she argues with me, or refuses.... our partnership obviously isn’t meant to be. If she agrees and gets on with it.... exciting times lie ahead for us. Time will tell. It’ll be easier - definitely safer - if she refuses to cooperate but part of me really wants her to join me in this new adventure. I’ve gone from hating her to... well, I don’t know. At first I wasn’t sure about her but perhaps we could be good friends, depending on how this goes. 
 
    
 
   I turned my attention back to the streets. 
 
    
 
   Not many cars out tonight. 
 
    
 
   All it takes is one, though. I wonder how it will work when one does stop. Will they agree to follow me back to the house, in their car? Or will they want us to leave our car here and for them to drive back to the house - happy to bring us back here after they’re done with us.... not that the evening will end like that. Normally the punters just want to take us to an alley-way or car park for a quick fuck. Not many of them have actually planned to go back to someone’s house. Mind you, they’re not often offered two ladies for the price of one so.... we’ll see.
 
    
 
   Could always tell them we’re done for the night and just off home. The only way they can get a piece of our asses is to follow in their car. That way their cars are off the streets too.... having cars lined up and down, throughout the industrial estate, will only attract unwanted attention. Although, not entirely sure what to do with the cars when they’re back at the house. Can’t very well bury them and yet, at the same time, I can’t allow the front of the house to start resembling a parking lot. Especially considering the cars’ drivers will soon be reported as missing. It would only take one person to spot them and call the police.
 
    
 
   Flashing car lights, further down the road, distract me from my thoughts. A car is parked up just up the road frantically trying to get my attention. Wonder how long they were flashing for. I fired a quick glance to  Jade and gave her a knowing wink - let her know the game was on. I could see her crane her neck around to see the person we’d be taking home with us.
 
    
 
   With Jade in the know, and watching, I strutted towards the stranger’s car - slightly pulling the dress’s zip down to reveal more cleavage for when I lean in through the car’s window to address the driver. 
 
    
 
   This will be easy.
 
    
 
   “What can I do for you?” I asked the driver using the softest of voices, as I leaned in through the passenger’s side window.
 
    
 
   “Get in,” he ordered.
 
    
 
   Like so many men before him - this one had also failed to grasp the basic concept of polite conversation. To them, we were merely breathing sex dolls. Most of the men would have probably preferred for us to remain quiet and not even bother to speak in the first place.
 
    
 
   “I’d love to but I can’t.... if only you got here earlier,” I said. 
 
    
 
   At first I wasn’t sure that he even heard me - what with the way he was staring down my cleavage but then, just like that, he suddenly came to and said, “What do you mean?!”
 
    
 
   “I’m just on my way home with my girlfriend... we came here because she wanted to join me with a client - to see if this job is for her - but.... yeah... been a slow night. If you had come earlier, you could have had us both...” my words hit home and the man looked truly gutted. “I’ll be back tomorrow night but I think my friend has already lost interest in doing this.... might see you tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   I turned away from the car before he could say anything and stopped myself.... Slowly, as though in deep thought, I turned back to him... “Unless.... you’d be doing me a favour... be nice to have a friend to work with...”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, never mind, stupid idea...”
 
    
 
   “What is it?”
 
    
 
   “Well, unless you wanted to come back to our place? We live a little way away but... you could follow in your car... spend the night and show her what it’s really like to be fucked by a man who knows what he’s doing... we all know punters make the best lovers... all that experience from all the different women you fuck.... You can just pay my rates too. Fifty pounds for a whole night’s worth of fun... actually, I realise how stupid that sounds... forget I sa.....”
 
    
 
   He cut me off, “Lead the way - but I pay when I get there.”
 
    
 
   “Deal,” I snapped. I leaned further into his car and kissed him - a soft kiss which ended with a little nibble on his bottom lip. Not because I wanted to kiss him. I just didn’t want him getting cold feet and suddenly changing his mind on the way back to the house. The kiss should be just about enough to keep his interest piqued.
 
    
 
   I walked back to my own car, ensuring I added an extra ‘shake’ to my arse. Knowing him, his eyes are probably glued to it. The extra wiggle just to be sure. I opened the driver’s door and climbed in.
 
    
 
   “We’re on,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What did he say?” asked Jade. She looked worried. I’m not too bothered, though; it doesn’t mean she’s getting cold feet - it just means she is out of her comfort zone. If she wants to help me out... this needs to be part of her comfort zone. As comfortable murdering someone as she is shopping in her favourite stores.
 
    
 
   “Not a lot. The bulge in his trousers said more than enough,” I laughed.
 
    
 
   I started the car up and pulled away from the pavement. A quick check in the rearview mirror to make sure he is following - which he is.
 
    
 
   Just as easy as I thought it would be.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “So.... what now?” asked the man when he handed over the money to an extremely nervous looking Jade. “Believe it or not but I’ve never actually done anything like this before...”
 
    
 
   Jade flashed me a look. A look which said, ‘do we go ahead with this if it’s his first time?’
 
    
 
   I stepped up, “Now you relax!” I pushed him back onto the lounge’s settee. “If you don’t want to do anything - you don’t have to,” I purred as I turned to Jade and pulled her close to me... my lips so close to hers that I could feel her breath upon my face. The nerves are clearly visible in her eyes but that doesn’t matter... the man thinks this is her first time so, for all he knows, she’s just nervous because of that. Not because of what we’re about to do.... and not because we’re touching despite having only met hours earlier where I butchered her friends... I turned to see how the man was reacting at seeing Jade and I so close to kissing... already rubbing himself. “Oh, I see, you like to watch?” I turned back to Jade and pulled her  even closer to me - our bodies pressed against each others.... I took a hold of the back of her head, with my right hand so as not to block his view, and leaned in for a long kiss. She didn’t put up any resistance - just as well, really, considering our cover story. As her tongue gently stroked mine, I was surprised to feel myself getting moist. I’ve never been in this position before but.... all things considered, it feels good. Really good. I pulled away, so as to keep control, and turned back to the man. The man  now had his cock poking out of his flies and was stroking it. I smiled, “So how’s about some refreshments? Wait here....” I told him.
 
    
 
   I led Jade out of the lounge, by her hand, and took her into the kitchen.
 
    
 
   “This is his first time,” she whispered as soon as I closed the door behind us, “maybe he’s one of the good ones?”
 
    
 
   “One of the good ones?” I said. “If he were one of the good ones he wouldn’t be with us now. If he were one of the good ones he would have merely asked me for directions, back at the industrial estate, because he was lost.... and, if he were one of the good ones he wouldn’t be sat in there stroking his fucking cock.”
 
    
 
   Jade didn’t say anything but she didn’t need to. I could see, from her face, she knew I was right.
 
    
 
   “So,” I continued, “are you ready for this?”
 
    
 
   She nodded.
 
    
 
   I smiled and took the knife, used earlier, from the counter where I had left it.
 
    
 
   “Here,” I said, “you’ll need this...”
 
    
 
   I handed her the blade.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I want you to do this one....”
 
    
 
   “But.... I’ve never done this before... I’m not a killer.... why.....?”
 
    
 
   “To show me you’re serious about what we’re going to be doing.... so I can trust you...”
 
    
 
   “You can trust me... I didn’t try and run at the industrial estate....”
 
    
 
   “Because you didn’t know where you were.... I had the car keys and I know those alley-ways like the back of my hand... where were you going to go exactly?”
 
    
 
   “Please... we agreed... I carry on doing what I am doing... and the ones who want to go further... they come back here and....then..... you do what you’re used to doing...”
 
    
 
   “How do I know you won’t run off and alert the authorities as soon as my back is turned? No.... that won’t work for me.... you need to prove yourself...”
 
    
 
   The kitchen door swung open revealing the man stood there - naked - his penis erect and ready for what he thought was about to happen, “Ladies, how about we just skip the drinks...”
 
    
 
   “Just like the rest,” I said to Jade. “Do it!”
 
    
 
   “Do what?” asked the man.
 
    
 
   Jade hesitated for a moment before suddenly spinning on the spot, to face the man. With a loud scream, she lunged forward with the knife and plunged it straight into his stomach. She shoved him back and he fell against the wall - a hollow sound.... as though there was nothing on the other side.... Could have sworn I even saw the wall wobble, underneath the wallpaper.... weird....
 
    
 
   Jade pulled the knife out of his stomach as he tried to crawl away. I saw her raise it high in the air again before driving it down into his back - another scream from both her and the bleeding man.... I stopped watching.... I could have sworn the wall moved... I walked over to where the man had fallen against it and started to pull away at the loose bits of wallpaper, with my nails... soon the smaller strips I yanked off turned to bigger ones.... longer ones.... huge strips until I could see what was underneath.... a door.... crudely boarded off with planks of wood... what the Hell is this?
 
    
 
   I turned to Jade who had stopped stabbing the man. He, too, had stopped trying to get away - instead he just lay there in a pool of his own blood.... clearly dead.
 
    
 
   Not sure what to say.
 
    
 
   Do I congratulate on her on a good kill or do I ask her if she has ever seen anything like this before...?
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked - looking at the boarded up door.
 
    
 
   I shrugged, “I don’t know... I’ve never seen it....”
 
    
 
   I tried to pull one of the boards away from the door but it was completely stuck - nailed in deep and hard. “Do you want to check the garage to see if there is anything in there we can use to prise these off?”
 
    
 
   Jade stood up, still holding the knife and walked over to the garage door.
 
    
 
   “It’s open,” I said - without paying her much attention.
 
    
 
   I continued to try and prise the boards from the door when I suddenly heard Jade scream - a loud ear-piercing scream. What the hell? I spun around and ran over to the garage to see what the fuss was about... the first thing that hit me was the stench... the same smell I thought was coming from the bin.... but stronger...
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is this?” screamed Jade - clearly scared.
 
    
 
   I flicked the garage light on, finding the switch on the wall, to get a clearer picture.... bodies.... everywhere. What the fuck... the stench.... the sight.... Feel sick... hold it in....
 
    
 
   Jade screamed again, “What the fuck is this?!”
 
    
 
   I noticed she was aiming the knife at me, “What are you doing? You think I had anything to do with this? It was him.... Peter....”
 
    
 
   “You’re both the same...”
 
    
 
   The bodies - all female - all rotting.... how long has he been killing for... are we the same? He and I? I kill men whereas he kills women.... no.... we’re not the same...
 
    
 
   “We’re not the same!” I shouted. “He was a bad man... I only kill people like him... men who use women... treat us like dirt.... the ones who truly deserve it...”
 
    
 
   “He was following me.... did he think I was a bad woman?”
 
    
 
   I paused. I’m not sure. Maybe he knew what she was doing online - leading men on.... perhaps he did perceive her as a ‘bad woman’. Shame we can’t ask him.
 
    
 
   “You’re in on it together...”
 
    
 
   “What?! No! If we were - why would I kill him?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know! I don’t know anything anymore!”
 
    
 
   She’s getting shaky with the blade. 
 
    
 
   “Put the knife down,” I said. I didn’t want it to come out like an order but... that’s exactly the tone that slipped from my mouth.
 
    
 
   “Maybe you grew tired of him. You’ll grow tired of me... Will I end up like him? Will I end up in here with the rest of these.... people....?”
 
    
 
   “No! Put the knife down and we’ll talk about it. You’ll see you have nothing to fear.... nothing to worry about....”
 
    
 
   “FUCK YOU!” she screamed.
 
    
 
   This isn’t good.
 
    
 
   “Think about it,” I said, “would I have really gone through all that I went through today.... if I were just going to kill you?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t say anything but she lowered the knife.
 
    
 
   “Come on, let’s go in the house... out of here... let’s go and talk about this. Decide where we go from here... if you want to go... just go... I won’t try and stop you,” I said.
 
    
 
   I feel better about letting her go now - if that’s what she wants to do - after all, she’s like me now... a murderer. She can’t go to the police. She wouldn’t go to the police. Too many questions for her to answer. They’d want to know what she was doing here. They’d want to know what happened... She knows I’d tell them about the man she killed. I go down. She’ll go down.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I repeated.
 
    
 
   She started to cry. Clearly it’s been a long day for her and her mind is in a million and one different places. Can only imagine how she feels. Probably the same way I felt when I discovered my sister and her ex-husband.... what he did.... now’s not the time to think about it. Just concentrate on putting this right.
 
    
 
   “I do think we’ll need a bigger hole in the garden, though...” I laughed as I moved closer to Jade - my hand outstretched to take the knife from her.
 
    
 
   “FUCK YOU!” she screamed, as she suddenly thrust forward with the knife - sticking the blade into my stomach. I felt a strange burning sensation as my skin ripped and the blood started to spill from the fresh wound. I grabbed the handle as I stumbled back, tripping over a body in the process. I know I need to get control of the knife or she’ll continue to stab me, like she did with the man. She didn’t even try though.... just pushed past me and ran from the garage.... Thank God.... The pain.... not really up for a fight....
 
    
 
   On my arse surrounded by corpses, a knife sticking from my stomach, is this how it ends? Too bad Peter can’t see me now... sure this would have pleased him.... one final body for his collection. Will he even care, though, that I’m not one of the bad ones?!
 
    
 
   A fitting end for the both of us?
 
    
 
    
 
   I tried to move but the pain was too intense.
 
    
 
   Try again later.
 
    
 
   Get help later.
 
    
 
   Tired now.
 
    
 
   A power nap might help.
 
    
 
   Shame there isn’t a sunspot in here... love going to sleep in those.
 
    
 
   Pity things ended up this way....
 
    
 
   Jade and I...
 
    
 
   Could have been the start of something amazing.
 
    
 
   Something great.
 
    
 
   Mind you - would I have felt the same way about Peter if I had known his dark , little secret? Was he, like Jade said, just killing bad women.... did he perceive Jade as bad... given the way she treats men on the Internet... Perhaps... he certainly never tried to hurt me... 
 
    
 
   Had I not jumped the gun - maybe that could have been something amazing... No point thinking about it now... tired....
 
    
 
   Just a quick....
 
    
 
   .... Little power nap....
 
    
 
   Get my strength up to get out of here and find some help.
 
    
 
   After a nap...
 
    
 
   My eyelids feel heavy....
 
    
 
   Just a little nap...
 
    
 
   Can’t hurt....
 
    
 
   And then I’ll find help.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~ END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Once Upon a Time
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A Troubled Mind
 
    
 
   Stephanie was struggling to see the road in front of her as she drove towards her son’s school. The rain was coming down hard, just as the weathermen had warned. The windscreen wipers were doing their best to keep her vision clear but were ultimately failing but that wasn’t the only reason she was running late. An appointment had run over and the  traffic was bad due to some rubber-necking taking place close to a fatal accident on one of the main routes. She half expected to see her twelve year old son, Michael, resembling a drowned rat by the time she arrived but - instead - she was surprised to see that he was bone dry; standing under an umbrella which also shielded his teacher, Mrs. Martin, from the torrential downpour.
 
    
 
   “I’m so sorry that I’m late,” Stephanie said. “The traffic was a nightmare.” She expected the teacher to say that it was okay - perhaps a little word to say that if she was running late in the future it might be an idea to phone ahead so the school could keep her son indoors for a while longer to save him having to stand alone outside the gates. The teacher didn’t say anything though, neither did her son. He was standing there - a sheepish expression on his face. “Everything okay?” Stephanie continued.
 
    
 
   “Would you mind if we had a word?” asked Mrs. Martin.
 
    
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Stephanie was sitting in Mrs. Martin’s office - a pokey little room down the far end of one of the school’s many corridors. Michael waited on one of the seats, usually reserved for naughty school children, outside the room - swinging his legs back and forth as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Mrs. Martin, a stern looking lady with short dark hair, closed the door - shutting Michael out of the conversation she was about to have with his mother - then walked back to her desk where she took her seat. Without saying a word she reached into the top drawer of the old-looking table and pulled out a tatty looking file, a couple of inches thick.
 
    
 
   “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?” Stephanie asked, despite knowing Mrs. Martin had every intention of telling her what it was about. After all, why else would she call her into the office? Stephanie was just fed up with the unnecessary silence which was making her feel uncomfortable - as though she were just as guilty as Michael for whatever it was he was supposed to have done.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about your son,” said Mrs. Martin.
 
    
 
   “What about him?” Stephanie snapped.
 
    
 
   Mrs. Martin opened the file and took out what appeared to be a drawing. She handed it to Stephanie. Stephanie looked down at the picture; done in crayon, it was a series of stick men drawn in a line with their legs open wide and arms stretching upwards - also wide apart. A red crayon had been used to scribble across the stick figures with a distinct lack of control. You could also sense the rage coming from the person who had scribbled such a mess. Stephanie didn’t say anything. Mrs. Martin handed her another sheet of paper; another stick man drawn in black and scribbled over in red. This time a third line was drawn through the main body of the stick figure as though it had been stabbed by something.  Mrs. Martin didn’t wait for a response before handing over a third drawing: a picture of a stick man hanging by a line which stretched to the top of the page. A scribbling of red crayon towards the bottom of the page gave the impression the man was hanged above a pool of blood.
 
    
 
   “We’re concerned,” Mrs. Martin said as Stephanie continued to ingest the pictures that had been thrust upon her. “Your son has started the new school year a shadow of his former self. He’s withdrawn and more and more of these pictures are being drawn. Not just in art either.” Mrs. Martin reached back into the top drawer of her desk and handed across a blue book. She put it in front of Stephanie and flicked it open to near the back page: a page filled with various sums and, more disturbingly, stick men all of whom had been drawn in horrific ways. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” said Stephanie. 
 
    
 
   “What’s he been like at home?” the teacher pressed. 
 
    
 
   “Fine. I mean, he’s always been quiet. You know that...But...”
 
    
 
   “He hasn’t said anything to you? He hasn’t given you the impression that something may be bothering him?” Mrs. Martin continued.
 
    
 
   “Not at all. Spent most of the holidays in his room or playing in the woodlands at the back of our house.”
 
    
 
   “Does he have many friends?”
 
    
 
   “He keeps himself to himself,” his mother, visibly upset, said.
 
    
 
   “The counsellor spoke to him...”
 
    
 
   “You made my son see a counsellor?” Stephanie’s mood suddenly changed for the worse. “What did he say?”
 
    
 
   “We have an obligation to look after our pupils,” Mrs. Martin defended their position, “and so, yes, we had a counsellor see him to see if we could help him in any way. They asked if there was anything he wanted to talk about - whether there was anything on his mind - but he said he didn’t want to talk about it...”
 
    
 
   “You have no right to get a third party involved. If you think there is a problem with my son, you come to me first. Do you understand me?”
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Locke, I can assure you we only want what is best for your son and...”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want my son talking to a stranger!” she said. “If anyone needs to talk to him, it will be me. Do you understand? I will have a word with him when we get home today and part of that conversation will be as to whether he wants to stay in this school...”
 
    
 
   “We only want what is best for your son and we’d be sorry to see him go - he has shown great potential when he applies himself and we’re sure this is just a speed bu...”
 
    
 
   “Don’t fucking patronise me,” Stephanie continued. She put all the pieces of paper together and stood up before folding them into her brown leather handbag. “If this is how you deal with all of your pupils, I’m surprised you have any left to teach...”
 
    
 
   Mrs. Martin tried to say something to calm Stephanie down but it was too late. Stephanie turned and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind her as though the act were a final exclamation mark to the hostile words they had exchanged. Mrs. Martin sighed.
 
    
 
   In the corridor Stephanie walked straight past her son. She didn’t tell him they were leaving. She knew she didn’t have to as he’d follow regardless and, more to the point, she knew she’d probably end up shouting at him there and then even though she knew the drawings were partly her fault - a fact she desperately wanted to keep away from any possible encounters with counsellors or Heads of Year. Michael caught up with her when she stopped next to an old bin. She opened her handbag, pulled the drawings out and screwed them into tight little balls before dropping them into the waste with the rest of the rubbish.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t it about time you stopped drawing stick figures?” she spat. “You’re not five anymore.”
 
    
 
   She didn’t wait for an answer, she just continued to walk down the corridor - the final few steps before she was able to open the door and step into the rain which was still beating down hard. Even if she had waited for an answer, she knew she wouldn’t get one. Her son hadn’t spoken - not properly anyway - since it had all happened, not that this was an issue with her, though, as it made it easier to keep the events secret from the prying outside world.
 
    
 
   * * * * *


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Stephanie pulled the car off the country road and up the long driveway towards their isolated house, the rain still beating down hard upon the windscreen. When they were closer to the house, she stopped the car and killed the engine. She looked across at her son who was staring out of the passenger window - with a distant look on his face - and patiently waited for him to notice her, which he did after a couple of minutes.
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you a little old to be drawing stick men?” she asked him again. He didn’t answer. He just looked down at his feet in the footwell of the car. “Well?” He shrugged. “And you know how I feel about what you’ve been drawing. We’ve spoken about it before, haven’t we?” She paused. “You promised me you’d stop. So why didn’t you? Do you want to make me unhappy?” 
 
    
 
   Her son slowly shook his head, “No.”
 
    
 
   “No what?”
 
    
 
   “No, Mummy.”
 
    
 
   “Good. Don’t forget who you’re talking to.” She looked out of the car window as though searching for what else to say. After a minute or so, she turned back to her son, “Go indoors and get changed. I’ve left some new clothes on your bed, not that you deserve them.” She handed him the key to the front door of their home. He hesitated for a second before opening the car door and climbing out. She just stayed where she was,  giving him enough time to open the door so she could just run in, quietly shaking her head as though everything about him disappointed her. She couldn’t be too harsh though as she suspected it was all down to his father, and herself. The father he had killed. She swung the car door open and climbed out into the heavy rain. She slammed the door shut and made a dash for the house trying to avoid the inevitable soaking.
 
    
 
   As she stepped in she was handed some mail, “They have the wrong name on again, Mummy.” She looked at the envelopes. Various letters, which looked like bills, made out to Fiona Jenkins. 
 
    
 
   She took them from her son and tucked them into her handbag, “I don’t know - one of these days the postman will get it right,” was all she ever said when her son handed her mail he believed to be sent to the wrong address. Despite following it up with saying how she’d get on to it and make it so it didn’t happen again, she just left it. The mail wasn’t at the wrong address. The mail was very much in the correct hands. Stephanie was nothing more than a figment of Fiona’s imagination. The stolen name of a once friend to hide behind just as Michael wasn’t really her son’s name.
 
    
 
   His name was Peter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Daughter to Love
 
    
 
   By the time Peter had changed out of his school outfit, Fiona was sitting on the bed in her own room cradling a shoebox filled with various photos of what used to be her family - the family she had before Peter came along and ruined everything. On the one hand, when she looked into his face she saw the child she had always wanted to look after and love. On the other hand, she’d look into his face and see the death he had brought into the world with him; her daughter Jessica and her husband Bryan, even her daughter’s boyfriend Darren - all of them were dead because of Peter. Fiona knew that none of it was Peter’s fault. In truth most people would have thought he’d be classed as the innocent victim out of the whole mess. Other people, the ones who try to see the good in the bad, would think that Peter was the only good thing to come out of all the murder and destruction. Fiona pulled a picture from the shoebox: an old photograph of her and Jessica - her teenage daughter and Peter’s real mother. Her eye filled with a solitary tear as she remembered plunging the kitchen knife into the side of Jessica’s throat - an act she had spent the last twelve years trying to bury with little success. The whole ugly situation had made her crime seem easy to carry out at the time. She knew it was the only way to continue with her life without losing everything. It wasn’t really her though. That person. That murderer. At the time - it wasn’t really her. Fiona was a kind and caring person. A loving mother. A polite member of society. A member of her local book group and a keen supporter of the neighbourhood watch scheme. She had changed. She wasn’t sure when exactly, but she definitely changed. She felt it inside. A poison leaking into her bloodstream and changing her internally - darkening her thoughts and blackening her heart. She wasn’t sure whether it was the jealousy she had felt surge through her the moment she had discovered Jessica’s pregnancy - the burning desire to have her own child again even though the doctors said it was an impossibility - or whether it was the moment she discovered that her husband, Bryan, had taken it upon himself to lock their daughter up to force her to have the child after she’d announced to the room she wanted to have it aborted. It could have been any of those moments which pushed her over the edge but it didn’t matter; there was little point in spending too much time dwelling upon the past as there was no changing it now. This was her life. This was who she was now. Stephanie. The mother to a son who should never have called her his mother in the first place. A son who she knew was trouble for he had the potential to destroy their awkward little family unit - even more so after he had killed the man he thought was his father.  She threw the photograph back in the box and closed the lid before wiping her eye with the back of her left hand.
 
    
 
   “Mummy? Are you okay?” said Peter from the doorway of her bedroom. He was standing there in a pretty dress. Pink in colour, with a yellow flower pattern running throughout it. He looked awkward. Embarrassed. Despite his feelings he didn’t voice them. He had learnt, a long time ago, never to voice his feelings - not his true ones anyway. The repercussions were too harsh to deal with.
 
    
 
   “How long have you been standing there?” Fiona asked. She climbed off her bed and walked over to the closet, in the corner of the room, where she put the shoebox upon the top shelf before closing the door on it. “I’ve told you before about coming to my bedroom...” She stopped when she realised he was wearing the dress, “Well, now, don’t you look pretty...” She took a step back and tilted her head as though it helped her get a better picture of how he appeared. “Do you like it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I love it, Mummy, thank you.”
 
    
 
   “You’re very welcome.” She smiled at him - the first time she had done so in as long as she could remember. The old Fiona was long gone. The new Fiona, to those looking into her life from outside, was broken and damaged beyond repair but to her she felt good. She felt normal. She felt as though this was how she was always supposed to be and the caring mother of Jessica and loving husband to Bryan was the lie. She walked over to Peter and straightened the dress a little, at the bottom, where it had creased a little. “Much better,” she said. “A daughter to love.” A daughter to love to replace that one she’d lost. She leant down to his height and kissed him on the forehead. “You make Mummy so proud.” Peter smiled. The awkwardness of standing there in a dress all but faded when he heard the words come from his mother’s mouth. “Come on,” she said, “I’ll get us some dinner.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was sitting in the dining room of the old house. His mother was sitting opposite him. In front of both of them were microwave meals - roast beef and potatoes with what looked as though it was supposed to be vegetables. Peter was pushing one of the potatoes around the plate as though toying with it was more satisfying than actually eating it. He was unaware that Fiona was watching him, an irritated look upon her face.
 
    
 
   “You won’t be going back to school tomorrow,” she said. “I don’t think it’s a good environment for you to be in,” she continued, “you’re better off staying at home with Mummy. I can home school you. I think you’ll benefit more from it.” Peter looked up from his plate, over to his mother. He looked as though he desperately wanted to protest but he didn’t say anything. Experience had taught him that it was her rules only. Had he argued with her, it wouldn’t have changed anything other than the fact that he’d have received a slap across the back of the legs. “What do you think?” she asked. “Do you like that idea?” She wasn’t stupid. She could tell by his expression that he wasn’t overjoyed with the thought of spending more time at home. “Well?”
 
    
 
   “It sounds good...”
 
    
 
   “Sounds good?”
 
    
 
   “...Mummy.”
 
    
 
   She smiled. “Good, I’m glad you agree. Now - obviously Mummy has her appointments to take care of, from time to time, so you’ll be locked in your room with a list of assignments to complete which I’ll get prepared for you. When Mummy has finished her work, she’ll let you out and we’ll go through the sums together.” He didn’t say anything; he just pushed the potato back across the plate to where it had originally started. “Okay?”
 
    
 
   “Okay!” he replied. She shot him a look so he quickly added, “...Mummy. It sounds good.” She smiled again.
 
    
 
   “And you can stop wearing that horrible school uniform,” she continued. “I’ll order you something new to wear.”
 
    
 
   “I like the school uniform,” he argued. He felt embarrassed by what Fiona dressed him in, when they were at home, and liked putting on the shirt and trousers - even the tie which the school enforced despite the other pupils saying they hated wearing it because it was too tight around their necks. Peter didn’t care. Anything was better than the dresses. He realised Fiona was staring at him with a hint of anger about her expression and quickly said, “But I’m sure whatever you choose me will be just as nice.” She smiled again.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad you agree. Now, why aren’t you eating your meal?” she asked as she shovelled the final piece of beef into her own mouth.
 
    
 
   “I’m not hungry,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Not hungry?” she repeated. He shook his head. “Good, for a moment there I thought you didn’t like it.”
 
    
 
   “Not at all - I love it, Mummy.” He smiled at her again.
 
    
 
   “Well - if you’ve finished you can go and play until it’s time for your bath,” she said.
 
    
 
   “It’s stopped raining; may I please go and play outside for a while?” he asked her. He preferred playing outside as it gave him the chance to escape her overbearing looks and rules. More to the point, he didn’t enjoy playing with the many dolls and teddy bears she had purchased him over the years - most of which looked as though they had previously belonged to another young girl. 
 
    
 
   “You may,” she replied.
 
    
 
   He got up from the table and disappeared into the hallway whilst Fiona watched him. In the hallway he put on the pink shoes he presumed had been left for him in place of his old trainers, before opening the door and stepping out into the fresh air.
 
    
 
   It hadn’t always been like this for Peter - the clothes meant for girls, the dolls and teddy bears. It had changed a year ago, after the incident with his mother and the man he believed to be his father. Before then he was allowed to wear what he wanted and play with toys meant for boys. After that day, though, his mother changed. Admittedly Peter knew, years prior to that, that she had a cruel streak in her but it was like that day had sent her completely over the edge and changed her for the worse. The toys were replaced with dolls and make-up kits and, gradually, his clothes were replaced an outfit at a time for dresses. Peter argued about putting them on, to start with, but soon realised that his words had little effect to his benefit. At least the make-up kit was only ever used to cover the bruises, strategically landed on his body to easily hide under items of clothing.
 
    
 
   Once outside, Peter ran as fast as he could towards the line of trees at the other end of the garden. The nice thing about being outside was that he could pretend he was running away from the nightmares within the home. He never did actually run away, though. He merely pretended that was what he was doing - in his own mind. He’d dart behind the first of the trees and hide there for as long as he thought he could get away with without getting a beating when he finally did get home. He’d never run away properly. Not because he didn’t want to but because he feared his mother would tell the police of his crimes and that he’d be locked away, in a small cell, for the rest of his life; at least, that’s what his mother told him.
 
    
 
   “And that’s if they don’t give you the death penalty,” she had said to him when she was explaining why they must always keep it a secret.
 
    
 
   He slumped down against a tree and started to cry. Unlike Fiona, the woman he believed to be his actual mother, he didn’t know the horrors which saw him brought into the world and - like the rest of us - he didn’t have any memories from when he was really young. At least, none that stood out from being anything other than seemingly normal. His memories started around aged five and, even then, they were sketchy at best - swallowed up by the traumatic memories of what had happened a little over a year ago when he had let himself back into the house at the time agreed with his mother, who had told him to play in the woods whilst she saw to a client. Peter didn’t know what she did when she saw her clients - she always kept him away from them. Apparently it wasn’t the business of children. That day, though, he had walked into the kitchen and seen her on the floor with her face bloodied. The man was sitting on top of her with his hands around her throat. A knife was at her side. As Peter thought back to the occasion now, whilst fighting back the tears, he couldn’t help but wonder whether this was the turning point in his relationship with his mother. Had he behaved differently - would his mum let him dress as a boy and play with boys’ toys? Would she even let him have friends back to the house? Looking back at the situation he didn’t know what he had thought, as he walked through the back door, other than the fact that a strange man was trying to kill his mum. A hazy memory suggested there was an open door, leading down some stairs in the kitchen too but he wasn’t sure whether he was just confused as he had never noticed the door before or since. When he asked his mother about it weeks later, she just gave him a look and told him not to be so stupid. When that wasn’t answer enough he started pressing on the wall, which his mother had decorated soon after the attack as a way of getting back to ‘normality’, but she had caught him and given him such a hiding he had soon put it to the back of his mind. But that day though...The day he came home...Would things have been different had he simply stood in the doorway and screamed for the man to get off? Would the man have run out, leaving them in peace? Peter remembered that everything had happened so quickly. He had grabbed the knife and stuck it into the man’s back. The man yelled and tried to get the knife out but it was in such a position that it was near on impossible to  reach by himself. Peter had run from the room. By the time Fiona brought him back, reassuring him that everything was okay, the man was already dead. As far as Peter was concerned he had killed him. Peter never forgot the pool of blood around the man and his lifeless eyes staring directly at him. He tried to forget but it just never seemed to leave him.
 
    
 
   “It needs to be our secret,” Fiona had said.
 
    
 
   “But why?”
 
    
 
   “That man - that was your father...If the police found out that you killed your father, even if they knew you did it to save me, they’d take you away from me and lock you up in a cell...” Fiona had told him. “It has to be our secret.” The next day Fiona put Peter in a dress. She had said it was a way of making him behave more like a lady. “A lady wouldn’t have acted like you did last night,” she had told him.
 
    
 
   A noise distracted Peter from his broken memories. A rustling noise from a nearby bush. Peter wiped his eyes dry as best as he could and climbed to his feet, using the tree he was leaning on as support.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” he called out. There was no answer, just more rustling. “Mummy?” He knew it wasn’t his mother. She wouldn’t have kept her presence a secret - especially if she noticed he was crying. He walked over to the bush and pulled some of the foliage out of the way. “Hello?” More rustling. “Hello?” And there, towards the back of the bush, he spotted a blackbird. It was hopping around, clearly in distress, its wing broken and hanging by its side. The bird stopped moving and caught its breath. A couple of seconds later and it moved again, the one wing desperately trying to get it off the floor. More fruitless flapping and it stopped moving again. Peter watched it a few more times before he climbed into the bush to join it. He sat next to it, unsure of what to do. “What happened to you?” he asked. “A cat? A crash landing?” The bird flapped a bit more. Peter moved closer to the bird and carefully scooped it up in his hands. The bird flapped in an effort to get away from him but soon settled when Peter rested its broken body in his lap, moving his hands away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An Animal’s Instincts
 
    
 
   “Ssh! I’ve got you!” Peter whispered to the distressed bird. 
 
    
 
   Using the dress to help cradle it, he dragged himself from the bush, back into the opening. He looked around to make sure his mother wasn’t headed in his direction. Unaware of the time he knew that she could be out, looking for him, any minute. The bird flapped again. Peter looked down at it and couldn’t help but remember the way the man, his supposed father, had thrown his arms back after he had plunged the knife into his spine. The way he threw his body around, contorted himself...The way the bird was flapping around now was similar in a way. A few seconds passed before Peter realised he was smiling. He looked around until he spotted what he was looking for - a thick stick. He picked it up and snapped it in such a way that the broken segment was left as sharp as a knife. The bird flapped again. Peter wasn’t sure if the bird knew what he was thinking or whether it was just another attempt to fly off to its own Happy Ever After. He closed his eyes. The man was rolling around the kitchen screaming. At the time Peter was horrified - scared, even. As the days, months even, went on - he couldn’t help but think about what he had done. He couldn’t help but think of the blood. The brilliant red blood. His actions, in the kitchen, had awakened something inside of him - something that his own mother must have recognised too...
 
    
 
   “Little girls play with dolls, not army figures!” she had told him on the following Sunday afternoon while she boxed up his action figures and replaced them with various dolls and pretty little figurines. Her own deluded way of keeping the darkness out of what was supposed to be her son?
 
    
 
   Peter opened his eyes and, without further hesitation, stuck the stick into the side of the bird via its stomach. The bird chirped loudly. If it wasn’t in distress earlier - it definitely was now, Its good wing desperately trying to take it away to a better place. Peter grabbed the wing and twisted it as hard as he could. What would have been a series of cracks were drowned out by the ever increasing chirping noises. Peter leant down until his face was right next to the bird’s own face. He watched it for a while, as it struggled around aimlessly, before plunging the broken stick back into the bird - this time into its throat. He pulled it out, with a little spew of blood and watched the bird’s final few seconds of life drain from it. Suddenly he dropped the bird - a look of horror on his face as he realised what he had done. He looked down at his hands which were coated in blood and burst into tears.
 
    
 
   He could hear his mother now, “What did you do? What have you done? Your behaviour - little girls do not act like this!” He quickly peered around the tree which blocked his view of the house; he felt a sudden panic that his mother might be coming out to him and, worse still, that she’d see what he had done. A sigh of relief when he realised the coast was clear. He turned back to the bird. The pleasure he had got from killing it was replaced with an incredible sadness and now that had turned into blind panic as he realised he needed to hide the evidence; a guilty mind worrying that, even though she rarely walked in the woods, his mother would come by and see his handiwork which, in turn, would make things even more unbearable for him back at the house.
 
    
 
   He picked the fresh corpse up and threw it into the thick bush he had originally found it struggling in. A quick readjustment of the foliage made it pretty much invisible from the outside. He stepped back. A brief happiness that his actions were hidden from anyone who’d happen to come by. Brief happiness shattered with a quick glance down at the dress he was wearing; a pretty pink dress coated in bird’s blood.
 
    
 
   “No! No! No!” Peter started to say. He looked all around him in the hope that he could see something which might help him out. A puddle perhaps? He kept repeating the words, “No! No! No! Mummy will be so mad!” There were a handful of puddles around from the torrential downpour earlier but all of them were tainted by the woodland’s muddy ground. His eyes landed on a large tree with thick bark on its trunk. Without any hesitation he darted towards it and kneed it as hard as he could. He screamed in pain, despite his best efforts to keep silent so as not to alert Fiona. A quick glance down at his knee - a small graze. With tears in his eyes he pressed his knee against the tree trunk and dragged it down ensuring he pressed as hard as the pain allowed him to. By the time he stopped, he had achieved what needed to be done and his knee was streaming blood from the fresh wound. He smeared it around a bit, to make it worse than it actually was, wincing in pain as he did so. With the job done he stumbled from the woods and back towards the family home, limping all the way.
 
    
 
   “What have you done?” his mother’s voice boomed from the back door. He hadn’t even made it more than ten steps away from the trees before she had spotted him.
 
    
 
   “I fell, Mummy!” he said. He knew he had to play the part just right to ensure he got sympathy as opposed to a harsh telling off. “I fell over!” he repeated - not that he needed to say it again; Fiona was running towards him concerned by the sight of the blood.
 
    
 
   “You’ve ruined your pretty dress!” she shouted as she neared him. He did his best to try and look pathetic - a sad face to show the pain he was in - not that it did him any good. As Fiona neared him she reached out and grabbed his arm before dragging him back to the house. “Mental note to myself: Don’t let you wear your new clothes out and about!” She sighed, “Silly child!”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry!” he cried. The tears weren’t from the pain in his knee, or even the grip his mother had on his arm. The tears were because he knew what was coming - a hiding he wouldn’t forget; one which would hopefully serve to remind him to take more care with his clothes in the future. Despite what he thought was coming his way - he still believed it would be less severe than if Fiona had discovered what he had done to the injured bird.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was sitting in the bath with his arms tucked around his legs at the knees, pulling them close to his chest. The beating he had expected hadn’t come. Fiona had simply run him a bath and ripped the dress from his muddy body exclaiming that it would, “have to go in the bin now!” She had stormed off down the stairs with the dress, just as the bath had filled enough for Peter to turn the taps off and - since then - she had been stuck in the hallway on the telephone which sat on a small wooden table next to the front door. Peter had stopped crying now. The warm water soothed his body. Even his knee ached a little less now that the initial sting had all but dissipated. He was just sitting there - half thinking about what he had done to the little bird, thoughts which were filled with less and less guilt the more he considered them, and half listening to the conversation his mother was having in the hallway with whoever was on the other end of the telephone line.
 
    
 
   “I can fit you in tomorrow at eleven, yes.” she was saying to whoever had called. Peter was used to Fiona talking on the phone - not that he was ever allowed to pick it up - at all hours of the day and night. He didn’t know who it was. He wasn’t sure if it was always the same person or different people and - whenever he was close enough to hear anything - Fiona would send him to a different room or close the door on him. She continued, “The red dress? Yes I still have that.... Uh huh.... Not a problem.... It’s one hundred pounds....Yes.... One hour.... Yes.... I can.... No.... Sorry.... No.... If you call me from the usual place... Yes... The pay phone in the village... Okay... Okay... Yes... Look forward to it...” She laughed. Peter heard her put the phone down on its base. With his mum no longer talking on the phone the house went deathly quiet. He could sense her standing at the bottom of the stairs, just waiting. Waiting for what - he didn’t know. In truth, she was making a note in a little book which was left in the lockable top drawer of the table where the phone sat just as she did after every phone call to do with her clients. She’d jot the time down, their name and any particular requests that they had for her. In this case it was that she needed to be wearing a red dress that the client favoured more than the others she had hanging in her wardrobe. A little PVC number, it wasn’t her favourite dress. If anything, it was one she liked the least as she found - after a while - it got too hot and made her sweaty. She’d wear it though, just as she would have if other people requested it too. Anything to help them get off quicker. It wasn’t as though she enjoyed what she was doing. It was simply a way of earning cash without the need for leaving the house, or giving anyone her real details. To the outside world, Fiona Jenkins had simply disappeared. The family home was sold and the family seemed to vanish overnight, a necessity to stop people from asking her awkward questions such as where her husband and daughter had gone and, more importantly, where the newborn baby had come from. She knew the equity from the house wouldn’t last forever even though it was a substantial amount and there were still bills to pay - after all, just because their neighbours and friends didn’t know about the large house in the country they had purchased to renovate, it didn’t mean the debt collectors weren’t aware of its existence and - even if they were oblivious - it wouldn’t have taken them long to track her back to the new, out of the way, family home. No. It was easier just to continue paying the bills and seeing clients; normally a couple a day on a good week, it was the easiest way of getting the cash. No one knew of Peter though - not even the potential debt collectors.
 
    
 
   She dropped the small book back into the top drawer and locked it shut. As per usual, she put the key in her purse which was in the handbag hanging from the clothes peg on the door. Peter knew not to go snooping in the drawer. Fiona had made it perfectly clear that it was an area where he wasn’t welcome, just as her bedroom was unless he was invited to go in; and even if he did try and go in the drawer he wouldn’t have been able to because it was locked and there wasn’t a chance in Hell he’d have the balls to snoop through her handbag on the off chance he might find the key in there. He wasn’t that stupid.
 
    
 
   “Are you nearly done up there?” she called out to Peter, as she approached the bottom of the stairs. “It’s time for bed!”
 
    
 
   Peter started to splash around in the bath water trying to give the impression he was cleaning himself as opposed to just sitting there waiting for her return to see if he was going to be in any trouble other than the angry words she had already scolded him with when she first saw what he had done to the dress.
 
    
 
   “I’m nearly done!” he shouted down to her.
 
    
 
   Fiona walked up the creaking stairs and into the bathroom just in time to watch Peter climbing from the dirtied water, “I want you to hurry up and get into bed,” she told him. “You have a busy day tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “Am I going to school?” he asked as she wrapped a towel around him.
 
    
 
   Fiona shook her head, “I told you earlier, you don’t have to go back there anymore. I’ll teach you everything you need to know right here.”
 
    
 
   Peter tried his best to look enthusiastic, “I can’t wait!”
 
    
 
   “Can’t wait what?”
 
    
 
   “I can’t wait, Mummy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Life’s Lessons
 
    
 
   Peter had spent many nights since the day he stabbed the man, lying awake thinking about what he had done. Those thoughts were eventually replaced by thoughts centring around what his life was like with his mother since the day it had all happened. Whatever his thoughts were, they kept him awake until the small hours. This night was different though. Whilst he slept soundly, having eventually fallen asleep after much tossing and turning, Fiona remained wide awake in her own room - going through pages and pages of sums that she was going to make Peter complete the following day whilst she entertained her gentleman caller. Before the sums, she worked on a time table of other activities - each day different from the last; maths on a Tuesday, which was tomorrow, English on the Wednesday, geography on Thursday and she hadn’t decided on the Friday yet. She was thinking sports originally but then scribbled it from her handwritten sheet as sports were too rough and violent - not fitting for a girl and definitely not fitting for a son whom she wanted to steer away from violence after what he did to the client that day... That day... She threw her pencil onto the sheet of paper she was working on and rubbed her eyes. Seeing her son, caked in blood earlier, just reminded her of when he came running towards her that day with blood on his hands. The look of panic on his face. The terror in his eyes. He had only tried to protect her from the man who was trying to kill her. It was a brave action from an otherwise meek boy; a boy who only wanted to save his mum from the bad man. Well, now she wanted to save him from having the memory turn him into a monster. She would not allow her son to be a monster. What she was doing - what she had done since it had first happened - she knew that was the best way of keeping him safe from the potential evil lurking within and, more importantly, keeping him close to her for as long as she possibly could.
 
   “If the police found out you killed your father, even if they knew you did it to save me, they’d take you away from me and lock you up in a cell...” She had to lie to him to keep him safe and by her side. She had to. She kept telling herself that. She had to lie. The first proper lie she had had to tell him - other than when she said his name was Michael. The only difference between the lie about the man Peter killed and the lie about his name was that she regretted lying about his name. An unnecessary and messy lie - it just happened. It just rolled off her tongue and kind of stuck. She had changed her name and, at the time, thought it was sensible to change his name too. He was so young at the time; she knew she’d get away with it. It’s not as though she could change his name again now - not now he was old enough to realise what was happening and old enough to question it. She knew she just had to go along with it. Peter was dead. Michael was born. And now she wanted to turn him into someone else. Someone without that killer instinct. Someone who’d want to stay with her forever.
 
    
 
   “That’ll do!” she said as she pushed Peter’s workload away from her. She yawned and pulled herself to her feet. She walked over to her wardrobe and pulled one of the doors open revealing a line of various dresses hanging from the rail within. She sighed as she pulled the red PVC number from the middle of the collection. She walked the dress to the bedroom door and hung on a peg attached to the back of it. “Think of the money, think of the money...” She shook her head and walked back to her bed where she lay down. She closed her eyes in the hope sleep would come without the thoughts which plagued her in the still of the night.
 
    
 
   “I think you should leave,” she had told the man, standing in her kitchen.
 
    
 
   “I will when you give me what I came for,” he had replied, with a sinister look in his eyes which Fiona had only ever seen before in Bryan when he told her of his plans to keep Jessica in the basement until she had given birth to what would eventually be their child.
 
    
 
   “Just go,” she kept telling him.
 
    
 
   “How much money do you make in a week anyway? Out here, in the country...You’re leaving yourself wide open.”
 
    
 
   She remembered cracking what she thought to be a joke, “In this line of business you need to be wide open - it hurts less.” The man didn’t laugh. He just kept looking around - as though trying to determine if there was anyone else around.
 
    
 
   “So how much money?” He kept pushing her for an answer - all the time she remembered how he kept getting closer and closer to her. She had kept stepping backwards to try and keep some distance but she was soon backed against the cellar door. She knew his true intentions. He hadn’t come round for an appointment - not like some of the other men had come round. Bryan had given her a glimpse of the evil thoughts men were capable of - a life lesson Fiona had learned the hard way. Had it not been for Bryan’s plan to keep their daughter locked up until the baby came, life would have been so very different. He had taught her what men were really capable of. She had seen various things in the papers, and on the news, but it’s never as real as when you experience it yourself just as she had in the final nine months with Bryan.
 
    
 
   She had told him, “I keep the money downstairs in the cellar.”
 
    
 
   “This place has a cellar? I wouldn’t mind seeing it,” the man had told her. She smiled at him, as sweetly as she could. She tried to keep things normal despite knowing his true intentions. She even asked him if he’d like for her to suck his dick first but he declined - his mind clearly set on the money.
 
    
 
   The man was surprised by what he saw in the cellar, and the smell of the room. The bed, with the restraints - where Jessica had been left. The smell of death lingering in the room from where Fiona had buried the bodies in the hope that no one would come down and discover them. The man even asked, “What the fuck is this place?”
 
    
 
   Fiona smiled to herself when her memory played back the look on his face as she pushed him back against the bed, where he tripped and fell to the floor. Up until that point, he thought he had the upper hand. He thought he was the one who was in control. He wasn’t expecting her to do that though. With him on the floor, she had used her time to try and get away. She had hoped to get up the stairs quick enough to lock him in the cellar but it didn’t turn out as she had hoped. He caught up with her as she was closing the door on him. With a strong kick he booted the door open and sent her flying back against the kitchen worktop, causing her to launch one of the knives onto the floor. Before she had had a chance to regain her balance he had floored her with a punch.
 
    
 
   By the time Peter came back in, she was pinned to the floor with the man on top of her - squeezing the life out of her with his hands wrapped tightly around her neck.
 
    
 
   “Mum!” Peter had screamed.
 
    
 
   After Peter had run from the house, Fiona had dumped the body down the stairs into the cellar with the knowledge that, by the following morning, the cellar wouldn’t be visible to anyone who was unaware of its existence. The cellar would be but a memory; lost, as would the murdered stranger.
 
    
 
   Fiona opened her eyes. The sun would be up soon. There seemed to be little point in her going to sleep, and even if the sun weren’t about to shine through, she knew she wasn’t going to drift off.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was sitting at the dining room table eating some cornflakes he had prepared for himself. He often made breakfast for himself ensuring he was careful not to overfill the bowl with either flakes or milk as his mother frequently told him there was no need to; it was being greedy for the sake of it and half as much would do. She’d often follow it up with horror stories of how, one day, the world would run out of food and everyone would be living out their lives, in their homes, until the day they keeled over - starved to death. Now Peter filled the bowl until it was half full. Or ‘half-empty’ as his mother liked to correct him. Fiona walked in, wrapped in a brown dressing gown, and dropped the sheets of paperwork, which she had been working on through the night, onto the table in front of Peter who just looked at them - unsure of what they were.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” he asked as Fiona took a seat opposite him.
 
    
 
   “That is your school work for the day,” she said. “There should be enough there to keep you busy for most of the day,” she continued, “and if it’s not - well - you can take the rest of the day to yourself as long as you stay in your bedroom as I have a friend coming over and we do not want to be disturbed.” Fiona tried her best to keep the men away from Peter after what had happened with the one who had wanted to rob her. It was a part of her life she didn’t want crossing into the normality of every day - at least what little normality they had had since Peter’s birth - but she also wanted him to stay away from the school so she didn’t have much choice anymore. Not if she still wanted to earn the money to pay the bills. There was money left from the equity of selling the house but she knew it wouldn’t last forever and nor would her opportunity for earning money by servicing the horny men of the nearby town. That opportunity would fade with her looks. “Hurry up and finish your breakfast. He’ll be here soon.” She cast her eye to the clock, hanging on the wall. He’d be here any minute, in fact.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Through the keyhole
 
    
 
   Peter hadn’t touched any of the arithmetic Fiona had prepared for him. Instead, he was leaning against the door with his ear pressed against the cold wood. Voices mumbling from the other side; somewhere in the hallway. A male voice which Peter didn’t recognise. He pressed his ear against the door harder when he heard the man laugh.
 
    
 
   “You look amazing. Could just take you right here, right now.”
 
    
 
   “Erm...” Peter heard his mum, “....Payment first...”
 
    
 
   “Right - sorry. Yes. Of course. Here.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” There was a slight pause. “Can I get you a drink?” The man must have shaken his head. Peter didn’t hear a response from him. He just heard Fiona suggest, “Upstairs? We’ll be more comfortable, I’m sure.”
 
    
 
   “After you...I insist.”
 
    
 
   Fiona laughed, “Naughty.” The man also laughed. He could hear footsteps. They were getting louder as Fiona and the stranger headed up the stairs.
 
    
 
   Peter moved away from the doorway and repositioned himself so he could look through the keyhole. A young boy awash with curiousity. Directly outside his bedroom were the landing and the bannister. Beyond the bannister was the top of the stairwell.
 
    
 
   “Did you want a shower first?” Fiona offered. She passed Peter’s line of vision. He couldn’t see a lot through the limited vision, but what he did see - a glimpse of his mother wearing a short, red, PVC dress. A man, suited and booted, who was only a step or so behind her. They both disappeared from Peter’s view and then crossed it again, when they walked past his door - heading towards Fiona’s bedroom. Peter moved to the wall next to the door - the one separating his bedroom and his mother’s room - and pressed his ear against the wall again, determined to try and find out who this stranger was. More mumbled voices mixed with laughter. A few more minutes of the same before the bed started to squeak. Even though Peter wasn’t quite in puberty yet, and hadn’t experienced much of the outside world, he still knew what was happening - not that he knew the reasons. He just thought his mother had a new boyfriend. The clothes? Maybe he liked that sort of thing. Even though Peter only had caught a quick glimpse, he still found the outfit to be aesthetically pleasing.
 
    
 
   He turned away from the wall, when he realised that the talking had been replaced with soft whispers and moans which he couldn’t quite make out, and returned to the pages of sums which he had left on the bed. Pages and pages of various sums - some looking complicated and some looking relatively simple. Without giving it much thought, he picked up a pencil and started to scribble the answers in the spaces provided - his hand moving so fast that, to anyone looking in, it would appear as though he weren’t taking it seriously. But, on the contrary, he was. He knew that, if he didn’t, he’d be in trouble with his mother. Besides which - he found this kind of thing simple. The answers came to him without much thought being required. It wasn’t just math questions he found himself competent with but pretty much every other subject too - always pulling in high grades in his class with his only weakness being in creative thinking. He suddenly stopped and put the pencil down before he turned back to the wall. The sounds of the squeaking bed, the moaning, the hushed words; he got off the bed and quietly walked across the room in order to put his ear against the wall again - ever curious as to what was happening in the next room.
 
    
 
   He strained to hear but only picked out the odd word now and then. Words such as ‘tight’ and ‘hot’. He pulled away from the wall and crept across to the door. He couldn’t hear as much from here as he could when he was pressed against the wall but he didn’t care as that wasn’t why he had gone over. With a tentative hand, he reached out and slowly twisted the handle until the door quietly clicked open. Slowly, to try and avoid the creaking of the hinges giving him away, he pulled the door open. His mother was calling from the other room for, “Fuck me! Yes. Fuck me!” Peter leaned into the hallway. From this angle he could see his mum’s bedroom door. Like his had been, it was closed. The thinness of the walls made it possible to hear what was being said, though, and made him realise that the squeaking of the bed springs was actually pretty loud. He knew that he’d be in trouble if he was caught in the hallway, especially as he hadn’t finished the assignment Fiona left for him, but he was curious to see what was happening. It was one thing hearing bits of it; he wanted to see it for his own eyes. “No.” His mother’s voice was louder this time as though she were being forceful, “That’s an extra fifty!” she said. Peter stretched out a foot and crept, as best as he could, down the landing towards the bedroom door.
 
    
 
   “Pay afterwards?” the man’s voice said.
 
    
 
   “Sorry, I don’t work like that.”
 
    
 
   Peter was close to the door now. A couple more steps and he was there. He bent down, ever so slightly, so that he could peer through the keyhole - just as he had earlier peered through the keyhole in his own door. He could see the man. He was lying on the bed with his hands tied to the headboard. Peter couldn’t see his face. Fiona was sitting on the man with her back to the door. She was still wearing the dress although it was hitched up slightly showing a little of her arse cheeks poking out from underneath. She was slowly rocking backwards and forwards. Both of them sighing. He knew that he shouldn’t be watching it but he couldn’t pull himself away. He felt a strange stirring within him that he hadn’t felt before - a strange feeling, yes, but also a pleasant one. His breathing quickened despite his best effort to hold his breath to ensure he wasn’t heard at the door.
 
    
 
   “Is that nice?” Fiona asked the man. His answer was in the form of a sigh. She suddenly crawled off the man and turned herself around. Peter saw that the front of the dress, although still zipped up, was done in such a way that her breasts were revealed - a small, silver chain seemingly attached to her nipples, linking the two of them together for reasons which Peter didn’t understand. She climbed back on top of the man’s erection, inadvertently giving Peter explicit views of how the shaft slid into her vagina. Again, more sighs. Once positioned, she started to rock herself back and forth - her eyes fixed dead ahead; it was as though she were staring directly at Peter even though he knew she wouldn’t notice him from where she was. Not through the keyhole. It was a view of his mum he’d never seen before and one that he didn’t entirely understand.
 
    
 
   “My wallet is on the floor!” the man said as he writhed around underneath Fiona with his hands straining against the restraints which bound him to the bed. “My wallet is on the floor!” he repeated. Peter watched as Fiona leaned right the way forward. He could see the man over her back now. The man looked to be staring dead ahead at this new teasing view of Fiona. “Please!” he begged.
 
    
 
   “Is that what you want?” Fiona purred.
 
    
 
   “Please...”
 
    
 
   Fiona rocked front to back a couple more times before climbing off just as the man’s breathing quickened. Peter watched as she reached down to his trousers which were in a crumpled heap on the floor. She pulled a brown leather wallet from the left hand pocket and suddenly looked up towards the door. Peter moved to the side faster than he had ever moved before, his heart racing. For a split second he panicked that she had seen him through the keyhole even though he knew it was impossibility. Regardless, he didn’t take any chances and carefully edged his way back to his own room.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” the man asked.
 
    
 
   “Ssh!”
 
    
 
   Peter closed the door and hurried over to the wall where he pressed his ear once more. 
 
    
 
   Mumbled voices but still audible enough to make out, “Come on, baby... Untie me...” Peter had heard enough and backed away from the wall. He crawled back onto his bed and lay on his back. Desperate to block out the sounds and the images he had witnessed, he closed his eyes and pressed his hands against his ears. He wished he could make it all stop. Make it all go away. Nothing did, though. Nothing ever did when he made these kinds of wishes. This wasn’t the first time he had made such a wish. Although he didn’t want to admit it to himself, he also knew it wasn’t the last time he’d be making one. Lying on his back - blocking out the senses - it made him more aware of the other feelings he was experiencing. More specifically the ones between his legs. It wasn’t the first time he had felt them but it was the first time he had experienced them associated with what he had witnessed in his mother’s bedroom. The first time he had felt the stirrings, an early sign of puberty, he had been in the bath with his mother bathing him with a flannel. He couldn’t remember, exactly, how old he had been. He just remembered her reaction. First a look of shock. Second - the laughter which echoed throughout the room first and then the house. The erection soon disappeared and nothing else was said about it. There was no explanation, no further teasing – nothing; it was as though it had never happened.
 
    
 
   Peter rolled onto his front and shifted uncomfortably. Not so much as a way of getting rid of the erection - more so because he wanted to hide it on the off chance his mother walked in and saw it. He suddenly looked up. The noises had stopped. The bed had stopped squeaking. The moans. The sighs. All of them had ceased. He sat up and listened intently. They had definitely stopped. Nearly. He could still hear talking. He cautiously moved off the bed and leant against the wall separating the two rooms again.
 
    
 
   “There’s still time - no need to rush off.”
 
    
 
   The man was quieter than his mother was. He was harder to hear. He mumbled something about meetings that needed attending. He pressed harder. They were moving around in the other room but he couldn’t tell, from where he was listening, what was going on. And, after what he had seen through the keyhole, he wasn’t sure that he could even begin to guess.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter’s imagination was more interesting, disturbing even, than what was happening in Fiona’s bedroom. Neither Fiona nor the stranger was on the bed anymore. The only things on the bed were a messed up duvet and a rubber sheath with the teat filled with the man’s seed. The sheath’s wrapper was on the floor. Next to the wrapper was the red PVC dress. Fiona had stepped out of it more or less as soon as the man had ejaculated. She had been itching to get out of it as soon as she possibly could. She was standing next to it, naked other than her dressing gown - an outfit which was a far cry from the previous sexy number. The man was busy putting his clothes back on. Underwear first, followed by his trousers, then his top and - lastly - his socks and shoes.
 
    
 
   “Do you at least want a drink before you leave?” Fiona asked. She had what she wanted from the meeting - money - but that didn’t mean she could afford to be rude now that the man was finished using her for his own sexual gratification. She needed the money and she knew her best chance of ensuring the income kept coming in was via repeat customers.
 
    
 
   “I’m okay - thank you.”
 
    
 
   She had offered him a drink, she had even offered him a shower to clean himself before he left and he rejected it all. Fiona perched herself on the edge of the bed, “Was it okay?” she asked. She knew it was okay. She knew it was more than okay. She also knew that - asking such a question - had the potential to lead on to another appointment.
 
    
 
   “You kidding? You were amazing.”
 
    
 
   She waited. Usually they turn around at this point and ask when she’s free next. She’d arrange for a couple of days time; even if she was free the next day, she wouldn’t offer the time to him. She needed to remain elusive - hard to reach. If the man knew it was easy to get a second appointment he’d lose interest. Men, like the punters she saw, wanted what was hard to get. They liked the chase. They liked the anticipation of the appointment. They liked having what other people wanted. Even so, this particular man - he didn’t ask for a repeat appointment; he simply walked over to the bedroom door and turned back to Fiona, expecting her to come and let him out. Fiona tried to hide the puzzled look on her face as she walked over to the bedroom door. A quick turn of the handle and they both stepped into the hallway with the floorboards creaking underfoot.
 
    
 
   “Well I hope you’ll be able to concentrate in your meetings!” Fiona said; she expected him to turn around and tell her that he’d find it hard to do so because he’d be playing back the appointment in his aroused mind. Such a confession didn’t come though as the man just grunted - his eyes seemingly fixed on the photos of Peter and Fiona which lined the walls. Pictures that she usually hid away before her appointment. She hadn’t had time today - not with having to get Peter set up for the day (and out of the way) with his school work.
 
    
 
   “Cute kid,” he said. Fiona didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to get into a conversation about Peter with a stranger. Her private life was none of his business. The only part of her, which was his business, was her vagina and - at a price - arse. Both of which he had already claimed. The man didn’t press for a response. He simply walked on by with his eyes fixed firmly on the pictures for as long as he could. He got to the top of the stairs and stood to one side. “After you,” he said offering Fiona the chance to take the lead. She took the lead and stepped down onto the first of the stairs with the man right behind her. A loud bang from behind a door, near to them, stopped them both in their tracks.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter rubbed his knee. In his hurry to get to the keyhole he had completely misjudged the distance and banged his already sore knee against the wooden panel of the door. He tried not to whimper. Slowly he bent down to look through the keyhole. His heart beat hard when he saw that both Fiona and the stranger were staring directly back at him.
 
    
 
   “What was that?” the man asked. Fiona hesitated. “Jesus - is your fucking kid in there?” The man back tracked up the stairs and approached the door. Peter panicked and darted back towards the bed as quickly as he could without making too much noise that would have given his position away more than he had already done so. Part of him wanted to hide under the duvet but he didn’t. The sound of pulling it from the bed, to climb under, would make too much noise.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Of course not!” Fiona answered the man’s question, not that it was any of his business in the first place. She couldn’t help but wonder who the hell he was anyway - asking such a question in the first place. Was he really in a position to judge? After all, he was the one who had come to the house just to get his dick wet with pussy juice as opposed to his own spit. “It was probably just a rat, or something.”
 
    
 
   “Big rat.”
 
    
 
   “We’re in the country, honey!” she answered quick as a flash and with a layer of sarcasm.
 
    
 
   The man smiled. Fiona turned away and continued down the stairs. The man waited a second and then followed, after a final look back to the door. “Can I see you again?” he asked as Fiona opened the front door for him. “Maybe for longer next time?”
 
    
 
   Fiona didn’t hesitate, “Sure - I’d like that.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe you could wear that dress again,” he said - a sly grin on his face.
 
    
 
   Her heart sank.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Mummy’s Little Pervert
 
    
 
   Fiona kissed her client goodbye. A little peck on the cheek. A restrained farewell considering the antics they had previously engaged in what with him having his tongue up her ass - quite literally - but she found it more classy than a full on French kiss on the doorstep; that, and the fact that she found a French kiss tended to wind her clients up again - making them all hot under the collar and, therefore, less likely to leave straight away. She had discovered that with her first ever client.
 
    
 
   “You’re so fucking hot!” the first client had told her as he proceeded to go in for another French kiss - one which she pulled away from, much to the customer’s annoyance. Lesson learned: a peck on the cheek was definitely the way to go for a parting gift.
 
    
 
   This particular client accepted the kiss on the cheek. Unbeknownst to Fiona, whilst she kissed his cheek, he stole another glance up the stairs - perhaps hoping to see whether Peter was standing at the top of the stairs watching his mother’s appointment leave the house. The client saw nothing as Fiona wished him a safe trip and agreed to meet him back at the house, at the same time, in a couple of days, just as he had requested. Fiona closed the door. The smile instantly faded from her face as she turned to face the stairs. “Michael!” she yelled angrily. “Come here!” She didn’t have to wait for long before Peter revealed himself - standing at the top of the stairs with a guilty look on his face. He tried his best not to show any signs of nervousness or that he had a reason to fear her. After all, he had been in his room working hard on his sums. There was no cause for her to be upset with him.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mummy?” he said. There was a slight quake in his tone, much to his frustration. He smiled at her but even that gave his true emotions away to her. He hoped that by calling her ‘Mummy’ just as she liked him to address her, she wouldn’t notice.
 
    
 
   “Were you watching us?” she asked. Her voice hissed through the hallway and up the stairs making the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention. “Well?”
 
    
 
   “What? Who?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you lie to me!” Slowly she walked towards the bottom of the stairs, towards Peter. He edged back ever-so-slightly in response. “Were you watching us?”
 
    
 
   He stood firm, “Who? I didn’t see anyone...”
 
    
 
   “I know you’re lying,” she said. 
 
    
 
   “No, Mummy, I’m not.”
 
    
 
   “You were watching through the keyhole,” she said. “The light gave you away. You were standing there, watching us, like a little pervert. Is that what I raised? A pervert? Did you like what you saw? What was your favourite bit, you little pervert?” Fiona stopped at the foot of the stairs and just watched him. He looked as though he was about to burst into tears. She shook her head. “Pathetic.” He took another step back. She paused. “Have you done your work? The sums that I left out for you?” she asked. She stepped onto the first stair. Peter nodded. “All of them?” He shook his head. “Then I suggest you get back into your room and finish them before I reach the top of the stairs,” she hissed. Peter didn’t need telling twice. He turned and ran into the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. As soon as the door was closed, Fiona headed up the stairs. She’d deal with Peter later. First she had to deal with the mess in the bedroom: the condom wrappers, the used condoms (both of them as Fiona was very up on hygiene - one rubber for straight, one rubber for anal), the dirtied linen, the red PVC dress stained with his sweaty handprints and, more importantly, the small stash of money given to her by the client - part of it at the start of the appointment and another fifty when he decided he wanted more services. She walked into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. She knew Peter wouldn’t leave his bedroom until she went to get him but, even so, she didn’t want him coming in and seeing the mess the client had left behind for her.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The door handle twisted and the door pushed open. Peter tried his best to ignore it. He kept working on his sums so as not to anger his mother even more than she was already annoyed with him. Fiona was standing in the doorway with her foot tapping, impatiently, on the floor. She was dressed now in black leggings and a plain jumper, a far cry from the skimpy outfit she had been wearing earlier in the day. She waited a while longer for Peter to look up. She didn’t have to wait too long. Curiosity got the better of Peter. He looked up.
 
    
 
   “Mummy’s little pervert!” Fiona hissed. Peter didn’t bother arguing with her. He knew there was little point when she was in one of these moods. He knew that - whatever he said - it would just make it worse. It was always best to just sit there and wait for her to finish what she was saying or - worse yet - finish punishing him. He just hoped that it - whatever it was that was coming his way - would be quick. “You want to spy on your own mother? It’s disgusting.” The fact he wasn’t answering her back just made her angrier. She stormed across the room and pulled him from the bed. He screamed as he thumped down onto the floor on his backside. “Dirty boys need a thorough wash!” she screamed. She dragged him from the room, out into the hallway, and towards the bathroom. “Your father would be disgusted with you!” she yelled. Peter was crying out for her to stop, screaming that he was sorry, but she didn’t hear him. At least - if she did - she chose to ignore it. “It’s probably for the best that you killed him!” she screamed, her anger seemingly getting more and more hostile with each passing moment as though she were losing control. In the bathroom she twisted the hot water handle until water spewed from the tap into the tub. Steam filtered up, clouding the mirrors. “At least he didn’t need to see his son turn into a pervert.” She spun Peter round so that he was facing her with his back to the bath. “Turn around!” she yelled. “And get your clothes off!” She started to pull the clothes from his quivering body. The boy looked petrified but Fiona didn’t care as the rage ate away at any chance of a ‘calm down’. “You’re disgusting!” she screamed over his pleas of sorrow and begging for forgiveness. Keeping hold of Peter’s arm, a grip so tight his skin was going white where her fingers were digging in, she dunked a flannel into the boiling water before hitting it against Peter’s body. He screamed out in pain. “Stop squirming, you little shit!” she yelled in his face. He tried his best to stop. He tried his best to do as she insisted but it wasn’t easy; especially when she dunked the flannel into the water again and slapped it against his balls. “Wash away your sins!” she said. There was a glint in her eyes that Peter had seen before - it was one which only happened on rare occasions, much to his gratitude as it usually spelt trouble for him. She’d start off angry and there’d be no glint. Her eyes would just seemingly turn a dark shade of brown - black almost. And then, after that stage, they’d get the glint in them. A sparkle which he didn’t understand. A possession almost. His mother was gone and there’d be this new person there. A new person who enjoyed the hurt and humiliation they were inflicting.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, just as fast as the glint had appeared, it disappeared and she released his arm - leaving behind a white mark on his skin where her vice-like grip had been. Her eyes were still dark but it was apparent that her mood had, once again, changed. He wondered whether the sounds of his screaming and begging had made the demon within quieten. “Look what you made me do, you silly little boy!” she said. Her voice was quieter now. There was still a tone to it which meant he wasn’t in the clear but it was definitely an improvement on the shouting she had been doing. “Go to your bedroom and put some clean clothes on,” she said. She turned away from him as though she were embarrassed to be seen by him. She often behaved like that; she’d get angry at him, angrier than she had ever got with anyone before, and then stop out of the blue. Whenever she stopped, she often felt embarrassed as she knew she had taken it too far. She just couldn’t help herself though. She often wondered why she did it and it always boiled down to the same reason: it was his fault. He pushed her to it. He made her do it. Part of her wondered whether he enjoyed getting such a rise from her. Part of her. Lost inside, deep inside, the other part of her knew it was all down to her. She wouldn’t admit it though. She’d never admit it just as Peter would never question it for fear of making her angry again.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Mummy,” he said. He desperately tried to fight back more tears as he fled the room before she changed her mind - although, when she got to this stage, she never changed her mind and started with the aggression again. Even so - Peter always felt as though there could be a first time for everything. After all - he remembered the first time she had ever lost her temper with him.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Mummy, I’m sorry,” Peter had said. He was about five or six years old and standing in the doorway to the lounge, where his mother was sitting on the couch with her feet up watching her favourite television programme, tears of embarrassment running down his flushed cheeks. There was a damp patch around his crotch which seemed to lead a windy path halfway down the leg of his pyjama bottoms. Fiona had just looked at him. She had been irritated before even noticing he had had an accident. Before she noticed that, she had thought he had dared disturb her favourite programme because of a bad dream, or something as benign. “I’ve had an accident,” he had sniffled as he shuffled his feet nervously on the wooden floor.
 
    
 
   “Go back to bed,” she had said. Her voice had been low to begin with. It wasn’t the reaction Peter had been expecting. He hadn’t moved. “Did you hear me?” she had hissed. He had wanted to ask if she had heard him but he hadn’t. He had just shuffled his feet again. “I’ll deal with you in the morning,” she had said. She had turned back to the television programme.
 
    
 
   “I said...”
 
    
 
   She had turned to him with a rage he hadn’t seen before and dark eyes which frightened him. Her voice had been harsh, “I said I’d deal with it in the morning! Go back to bed!” she had yelled. Peter had backed away. He had turned and run up the stairs in floods of tears. Tears which Fiona hadn’t reacted to. She had simply turned back to her television programme and, reaching for the controller, she had turned the volume up to maximum.
 
    
 
   The following morning had taken forever to come around for Peter. He had lain awake, on top of his soaked duvet, feeling the cold of the night air on his damp legs. By morning everything had more or less dried. The only proof which had remained was the stale stench and his mother’s unjustified fury.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was in his bedroom, naked and still fearful that Fiona hadn’t finished venting her anger on him. Her dirty little pervert of a son. He was going through the cupboard, desperately looking for something to wear. There it was. Exactly what he was looking for - in the middle of the hanging clothes, tucked out of sight. A lilac dress. Knee-length. He pulled the dress out and took it off the hanger before sliding the dress over his head. He hated it. He felt stupid. At this stage, though, he’d sooner feel stupid than feel his mother’s wrath. Sure, she had calmed down now but there was no telling whether she’d go back on that or not. She had done so before; calmed down and then come back twice as angry as she had originally been. He didn’t want to experience that again. He looked at himself in the mirror which hung on the inside of the door and felt his heart sink a little. He couldn’t help but wonder whether this was the same for other boys his age too. He couldn’t help but wonder whether this was normal. At least, dressed like this, he wasn’t Mummy’s little pervert. He was Mummy’s little girl. And he hoped that she’d be proud of him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Red Dress
 
    
 
   Peter hadn’t seen his mother since leaving her in the bathroom so he could go and get dressed - as instructed - but then he hadn’t been in a hurry to leave his bedroom either. He had put the dress on, the first one she had ever purchased for him, and put his mind to finishing the sums that Fiona had made up for him. He wanted her to be proud of him, not angry, and he wouldn’t be able to achieve that if he left the room without doing as she had told him in the first place. They didn’t take long though. Things like this were easy to his mind, despite how broken it was.
 
    
 
   There was a knock on the door. He looked up. Fiona came in.
 
    
 
   “Have you finished yet?” she asked. Her voice was calm. Quiet even. A considerable contrast to how she had sounded earlier.
 
    
 
   “Nearly, Mummy,” he said. Again, ‘Mummy’ being more for her benefit than his need to call her it. Keep her happy. Anything to keep her happy. 
 
    
 
   She smiled at him when she noticed the dress he was wearing, “Well - don’t you look pretty!” she said. She walked over to the bed and took a seat next to where Peter was working. He flinched at first. Fiona noticed. “I’m sorry about earlier,” she said. “You know how I get sometimes,” she continued - as though that were an excuse for the atrocities she committed when going through her latest bout of rage. Regardless, this was new to Peter - the apology. Usually - after getting mad - she’d just go quiet for a while. Sometimes she’d be quiet for an hour or so and, sometimes, she’d remain silent for a few days. Peter never understood why and never dared to ask. “Am I forgiven?” she asked. This was also a first. Peter nodded. It wasn’t as though he had any other choice. To say ‘no’ would probably just cause more anger. She reached across to the school work she had prepared and picked it up, “I think you’ve done enough for today,” she said. “You can play for a while whilst I prepare some dinner for us,” she continued. “We’re having your favourite – Birds Eye turkey...” Peter smiled. “I do love you,” she said.
 
    
 
   He couldn’t remember the last time she said that. Putting his mind to it - he even struggled to remember the first time she had said it too. He smiled at her, “I love you too, Mummy!” He wasn’t sure if it was a lie. He didn’t know how he felt towards her. Was it possible to love someone you also feared?
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was sitting at the dinner table, in the dining room, patiently waiting for Fiona to bring him his meal. Normally he’d go and get it himself but she told him to go wait in the dining room and that she’d bring it through. He couldn’t remember the last time she brought his dinner through to him. As soon as she trusted him not to drop the plate he was made to fetch it himself. He was half tempted to get up and get the food for himself now too - on the off chance all of this was some kind of test. A slap if he failed. The door opened and Fiona walked in, balancing two plates in her hands. She was wearing the red PVC dress. Peter felt his heart stop momentarily. He tried to say something but no words came from his open mouth. Even if he had managed to form a word, he wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t sure as to the point Fiona was making. 
 
    
 
   She set a plate down in front of Peter and the other plate in front of her own place at the table. She took her own seat opposite Peter and tucked herself into the table. Peter waited for her to say something. Perhaps call him a dirty little pervert again? Fiona looked up at Peter, after taking her first mouthful. He shifted uncomfortably.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked. “It’s your favourite.” Peter wasn’t sure whether she was talking about the dress or the meal. He wondered whether the dress was supposed to be some kind of special treat for him. Mummy’s little boy. “It’s getting cold!” she pointed to his plate. He looked down, away from the dress, and started pushing the food around the plastic tray it was sitting in. “Go on.”
 
    
 
   “It looks lovely,” he said. He wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the dress or the meal. His mind was torn. Confused. He stared down at the plate. He didn’t dare look up. Didn’t dare see the dress. It didn’t matter that it was his mother in it. There was something about it which kept it at the forefront of his mind. Even if there had been someone to talk to, he wouldn’t have known how to explain what he felt. He didn’t understand the thoughts racing through his mind. The sight of the man running his hands down the dress. He wondered what it felt like to touch it too. Would it be as good as it looked? He forked up a piece of turkey and put it into his mouth. 
 
    
 
   “So what do you think about my dress?” Fiona asked. Her voice was calm and low. It was impossible for Peter to try and work out whether she was being as nice as she sounded or whether she was building to another one of her angry episodes. “Do you like it?” she asked again. He nodded. “You saw it, didn’t you? When you looked through the keyhole...When you were watching... You saw it, yes?” Peter nodded again. “So what is it about the dress that you like, Michael?” she asked him.
 
    
 
   He looked up and shrugged. Embarrassed that he was having this conversation. Embarrassed to be confronted with her in the same outfit that he had just seen her wearing for that man - that man who was doing things to her that he didn’t quite understand for his age. 
 
    
 
   “Is it because it’s shiny?” she asked. “Do you like the shine it has?” He nodded. “I can’t hear you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Mummy,” he said.
 
    
 
   “A simple yes will suffice for now,” she said as she shovelled more food into her mouth.
 
    
 
   “Yes. It’s shiny.”
 
    
 
   “And did you want to touch it?” she asked. Peter hesitated. “It’s okay. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s just a question. Did you want to touch it?” she asked again. Peter shook his head. “You just like looking at it?” she asked. He shrugged again. He felt as though each question was loaded and that - whatever he answered - would be wrong. “Come on,” she said, “come and touch it.” She kicked herself away from the table - allowed Peter plenty of room to come around to touch the material of her red dress. “Personally I hate the dress. It gets very hot. Not like your pretty dress,” she said. “Your nice summer dress is much nicer to wear. It does seem that men like this one, though. I’ve never understood it - the fascination - which is why I’m curious as to why you like it so much. I thought, maybe, it would give me some insight into what other people thought about it.”
 
    
 
   “It just looks nice,” Peter said. He took a mouthful from his dinner plate before he got in trouble for not eating.
 
    
 
   She rubbed her hands down the dress. “I suppose it feels nice to the touch,” she said. Peter shifted in his seat. The strange sensations he had felt, upstairs, when looking through the keyhole earlier were coming back again. Fiona sighed. “You sure you don’t want to touch it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Without a word Peter suddenly dropped his knife and fork and ran out of the room. Fiona instantly stopped touching her dress and went back to eating her meal. She smiled as she heard his heavy footsteps run up the stairs across the landing and into his bedroom. Fiona wasn’t angry that he had wasted his meal. She could always reheat it later and force it down his neck. At the moment she didn’t care about any of that. She was more concerned with ensuring that he didn’t ever try and spy on her, or any of her clients, again. The fact that he was so embarrassed now - she was pretty sure she had succeeded. Even if she hadn’t - at least she was getting used to wearing the dress now. She shifted in her seat - maybe it wasn’t as bad as she first thought?
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The day between appointments had been quiet for both Fiona and Peter. She had taken another couple of telephone enquiries, from her advert in the village paper offering massages, but nothing had come from them. That wasn’t anything new or unusual. She often had to deal with what she called ‘timewasters’; people who would phone up and use her line as a means of talking dirty with someone - even though she tended to hang up when she discovered it was going to be that sort of call. Her number was a cheaper rate than a standard sex line, where you listen to pre-recorded messages of girls faking orgasms or talking dirty, so you couldn’t blame the perverts - either local to the village or horny men passing through on the way to the town. The way they saw it - if she could sell herself to strangers, why wouldn’t she want to speak to them whilst they masturbated on the other end of the line? An answer which all boiled down to the fact that she didn’t get paid for it. Originally, when such men phoned, she invited them to come and see her.
 
    
 
   “Fifty pounds,” she’d tell them when she could hear the heavy breathing, “you could come see me... Lay back... Close your eyes... I’ll rub some oil onto you... Put you in my hands...” She soon learned that this only spurned them on more. The heavy breathing would quicken in pace and - soon after - the mystery caller would hang up having obviously finished what he was doing. Now when she heard the familiar noises in the background of the heavy breathing, she simply called them a ‘pervert’ and hung the phone up. Sometimes they’d call back but most of the time she’d never hear from them again.
 
    
 
   Peter had spent the day in his bedroom, without Fiona even telling him to do so. She hadn’t even given him any school work to do that day having decided to give him an easier day after what he had been through the previous day - what with the number of sums he had completed, the ticking off he had received and - of course - the embarrassment she had put him through at dinnertime when she wore the dress for him. She figured he deserved a break. Not that he took it as one; every time she checked on him he was writing on some scraps of A4 paper she had left with him. It was meant to be used as rough paper for him to work his sums out on but she didn’t mind. She had more paper downstairs and it was more productive than playing with his many stuffed toys, or dolls.
 
    
 
   “What are you working on?” she had asked when she checked on him the first time, her voice all sweet and innocent as though she were a normal parent lovingly looking in on their son to make sure they were okay. Outsiders would have been fooled that she actually cared. Despite what she put him through, though, she did care. It was just in her own special way of doing so.
 
    
 
   “Nothing!” Peter replied. It wasn’t a shout but it wasn’t a quiet voice either. It was somewhere between the two. A panicked level to it, as if he didn’t want his mum to read what he was writing, which he hoped he could get away with. His mother had thought nothing of it and left him to it, taking advantage of the quiet time herself to enjoy a book she had bought for herself the last time she popped into the town. Those were the kind of days when life felt normal for both of them. Peter hadn’t been wearing a dress that day. Instead he had been wearing his blue cords and a t-shirt with the Ghostbusters’ logo on it. Not the most coordinated of outfits but then that was to be expected, having been left to choose his own clothes for the day. Even Fiona had been dressed as a ‘normal’ mother should dress; a comfortable jumper with a picture of a phone on it - a message which suggested she was ‘too sexy for her phone’ - and black leggings with bright coloured socks. A bit of a mess but she didn’t care as she knew there was no one due around to visit them. And - on these days - her mind even lost the past events and allowed her the luxury of believing Peter was really her son and that everything in life was good. There was no dead husband. There was no dead daughter. There was no dead punter rotting away deep in the  cellar. Yes - days like those - everything felt normal.
 
    
 
   It was just a shame that days like that never lasted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Monster Named Richard
 
    
 
   Unlike the previous day, today Peter was ordered to his bedroom and told to keep the door closed as “Mummy has a friend coming round”. He didn’t argue with her, nor did he bat an eyelid when she told him not to think about being a dirty little pervert and looking through the keyhole again. He just did as he was told and shut himself in the room with another heap of plain A4 paper and some more sums for him to work on. He couldn’t help but wonder whether this was what was known as private education. A random thought because all of his school work was done in private, unlike the time he had participated in class studies before his mother had pulled him from his old school. He missed his old school and, despite not having had the time - or confidence - to make friends, he missed his old school mates too. There was something about being part of a large class that made him feel safe and secure. He liked the fact that he could hide in plain sight, just disappear amongst the many faces of the class. It was peaceful. It was safe. And he knew his mother couldn’t get to him. Here, though, in his bedroom, everything was different. He felt on edge. A nervous energy swirling through him. The thought that - at any minute - the door could swing open and his mother could come bursting in. The thought that he never knew what kind of mood she’d be in. Would she be happy to see him? Would she want a hug? Would she be angry? Vicious, even? He tried to put it from his mind as he settled down to his math questions. The quicker he got them done, the quicker he could add to the written words on the A4 paper hidden under his bed; the dreams of living alone, the urge to run away and hide forever, the wishes depicting how he’d rather have stabbed his mother than his father. All thoughts written out of frustration and anger because he knew he’d never get away with speaking them out loud. Certainly not all the time she was alive. All thoughts that were sprawled, messily, on the paper in the belief that they’d never be found by the person they were written about. All thoughts which would have been better off as mental notes. Young children don’t tend to think of the bigger picture, though. They never imagine other people coming in and finding what they’ve done - and desperately tried to hide - and they’re amazed when, one morning, they find themselves in hot water. In Peter’s case - if the other day was anything to go by - quite literally in hot water. Scalding his body in places which would remain out of sight if anyone were to come round to the house all of a sudden and see him. His mother wasn’t that stupid after all.
 
    
 
   Peter heard the sound of the front doorbell signalling that his mother’s special friend had arrived. His heart quickened in pace. The temptation was to jump from his bed and run across to the door to look through the keyhole once more. Who was it this time? Was she wearing the dress again? That shiny, alluring red dress? Peter tried to shake it from his mind as he remembered what had happened at the dinner table when she wore it. How embarrassed he had felt. How little. Pathetic. A dirty little pervert who had desperately wanted to have a touch when his mother had offered it. Did it feel as good as it looked? All thoughts bouncing around his young, confused head. Would she really have let him? Do mothers do that? Is that normal? If he could touch that, what else would he have been allowed to touch he wondered? He shifted on his bed. That strange feeling stirring below once more. The footsteps were outside his bedroom door now - it was too late for him to get up, unheard at least, and venture over to the keyhole to see what was happening. Moments later he heard Fiona’s bedroom door close and a squeak from her mattress as someone must have sat down.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The money was on the bedside table before Fiona and the man from the previous day were kissing passionately. His hands roaming all over her body, in that tight red dress. Her hands groping, softly, between his legs as though trying to get a motor started. Her mind elsewhere. 
 
    
 
   His name was Richard. A man older than Fiona with dark stubble on his face and yet well groomed. He had turned up in a suit - Fiona guessed he’d come from work - and wore a gold wedding band on his finger, something Fiona had noticed the first time she had met him. He wasn’t the first married man to come and see her and she knew that he wouldn’t be the last. When she had first realised how many married men used women - such as herself - she couldn’t help but wonder whether Bryan really had been out working late on the nights he wasn’t home in time for dinner. It wasn’t as though they had sex a lot when he was alive. Even less when he took their daughter from her. Fiona wasn’t sure whether it was because he was too preoccupied with his plans for Jessica or whether it was her that stopped them from having sex - after all, he had taken their daughter and despite his intentions, she hated him.
 
    
 
   “Fucking love this dress,” Richard drooled as he continued to run his hands over the PVC material of the dress. “Wish my wife would wear shit like this,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Let’s leave your wife out of this,” Fiona whispered. She undid his belt, and freed his erection from his pants, before getting down onto her knees just in front of him. As she took him in her mouth, he shut his eyes and lay back - his thoughts not on her mouth wrapped around the head of his penis but rather of the young boy in the photographs which lined the hallway. He sighed hard as Fiona started to work the shaft. “Wait! Wait!” He gently took her by the head and stopped her from bobbing up and down. 
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked as she gave it another cheeky little lick. He thought she enjoyed teasing him but that wasn’t the case - she just wanted to get it over and done with quicker so she could go back to her day. Like most of her clients, she presumed that once he had ejaculated he’d just want to get dressed and go despite paying for an hour of her time.
 
    
 
   “I came straight from work,” he said, “you mind if I use your shower first? Freshen up a little?”
 
    
 
   “Tastes just fine to me,” Fiona said - again, more interested in getting him out of the door as quickly as she could, not that she’d ever admit to that. She went to engulf his penis again, with her wet mouth, but the man stopped her. “Well - do you want me to join you?” she asked.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “I want you to wait here - in that dress...” he said. He reached down and gave her breasts a squeeze through the material of her dress. “Fucking love it,” he said again.
 
    
 
   Fiona got up from her knees and sat on the bed next to him, “Okay - don’t be too long though,” she said.  “I want to spend the whole hour using you to satisfy me,” she lied, “…don’t want you spending it all alone in the shower!”
 
    
 
   The man smiled, “I won’t be long.”
 
    
 
   “There are fresh towels hanging up in the bathroom,” she said. “It’s the door down the hallway.” 
 
    
 
   The man got up and hurried to the bathroom after telling her, again, that he wouldn’t be long. Fiona didn’t move. She waited on the bed and started to gently rub her clitoris for no other reason than she hoped that it would make her a little wet. Clearly the guy would want a fuck and she remembered, from the last appointment, that foreplay wasn’t really high on his list of things he liked to do. He was all about the ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’. Thankfully, not all of her clients were like that. Some of them actually took pleasure in seeing her satisfied - not that many of them knew which buttons to press. With those clients, she soon faked it so that she could concentrate on them instead. Again - the quicker they ejaculate, the more inclined they are to leave.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter looked up as the door opened. He didn’t scream when he saw the strange man, dressed in a suit, standing there smiling at him. He just smiled back. An innocence in his youth which hid the dangers of strangers from him - despite how evil his own mother could be. The man didn’t step into the room. He remained in the doorway with his hands in his pockets - a slight movement of his fingers unnoticed by Peter.
 
    
 
   “What’s your name then?” the bad man asked.
 
    
 
   Peter answered him because he was a supposed friend of his mother and he thought he might get in trouble if he didn’t respond - especially if the man went back and informed his mum that he was being rude in his lack of response. “Michael,” said Peter - unaware of his unintentional lie.
 
    
 
   “I like that name.” There was a pause. “My name is Richard.” He smiled again and stepped into the room. He withdrew his hand, from his pocket and extended it towards Peter - a gesture suggesting that he wanted to shake hands with the young, nervous boy. Peter didn’t move. The man pulled his hand back and slid it back into his pocket. “What are you doing?” he asked in an effort to keep the conversation going and help Peter relax a little more.
 
    
 
   “School work.”
 
    
 
   “School work? You don’t go to school and do that?”
 
    
 
   Peter shook his head, “My mother prefers to teach me herself. She says I can learn more.”
 
    
 
   “I bet she does...”
 
    
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Fiona’s tone was stern. She was standing in the doorway having come out of her bedroom to investigate why she could hear voices as opposed to the running water of the shower. “Leave my son alone!” she snapped. The man gave Peter a wink and stepped from the room, pulling the door closed behind him. Peter could hear their voices outside his bedroom door.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Richard, “I got the wrong door. I didn’t mean to cause any harm. I didn’t say anything to him - other than a simple hello...”
 
    
 
   “You had no right...”
 
    
 
   “I told you - it was an accident...”
 
    
 
   “I think you should leave,” said Fiona. Her trust for the man was gone.
 
    
 
   “Come on, it was an accident. Just point me in the direction of where I’m supposed to be and we’ll leave it at that.”
 
    
 
   “No - sorry - I think...”
 
    
 
   “This is fucking ridiculous...” Richard started to get angry. It hadn’t been an accident and both he and Fiona knew this - unlike Peter who was oblivious to what was really going on. Peter just stood there, next to his bed, too afraid to speak. “It was an accident!” Richard continued to lie. Fiona knew there was nothing she could do as the man’s anger continued to escalate. Especially seeing as the knives were all downstairs in the kitchen - out of easy reach to protect her and her son. She wanted the man to leave - the pervert. But she knew the chances of getting him out were slim to none. Not without more shouting and more hostility.
 
    
 
   “Please just wait for me in the other room,” she said. She changed the tone in her voice. A soft tone to try and bring the man down a level or two. He didn’t say anything; he simply walked down the hallway to her bedroom, just as he had been instructed. She was kicking herself. She should have known he didn’t actually come back here for an appointment with her. The way he had looked at the photographs - all the signs were there to anyone who looked closely enough. He had originally booked time with her because an appointment with a whore was better than nothing, but  what he really wanted was something a lot more innocent. And young. She opened the door and looked at Peter. He didn’t say anything and neither did she. She simply stepped out of the room, backwards, and closed the door on him. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to come out. She knew that. He knew that.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised you didn’t ask me to wear a school girl outfit,” she hissed as she walked back into the bedroom - closing the door behind her. She was still annoyed at herself for not seeing it earlier. The signs. They were staring her right in the face. The way he looked at the photographs on the landing wall - photographs she’d try to remember to take down later and hide away somewhere more private, where her clients didn’t tend to go. The fact he only booked a follow up appointment after he had seen the pictures on the wall and heard that someone was in the other room. Putting two and two together, it was obvious he’d think it was the boy hiding away in there, out of sight. She should have known. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again, she promised herself. 
 
    
 
   “It was an accident,” Richard continued to lie.
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised you didn’t ask me to wear one of my strap-ons. That and a school outfit - something to really get your dirty imagination flaring. You could have put me on the bed and fondled my cock whilst I fondled yours,” she continued. She knew she was pushing it too far but she couldn’t help it. The feeling of blackness shadowing everything within her. Richard suddenly flew across the room and grabbed Fiona around the neck with a tight grip of his right hand. He shoved her hard against the wall and pinned her there, his fingers tightening. She reached up with both hands and tried to loosen his grip but this just made him tighten it more.
 
    
 
   “You think I’m the one in the wrong? You - nothing more than a whore. You think I’m the bad guy in this house but I’m not. I might have some desires that some people think are wrong but you’re worse than me - all my fantasies are in my mind. They’re secret. I wouldn’t have touched your boy. I was just talking to him. For all you know, I could have been a police officer. Come here, out of the way, for a seedy little fuck and I stumbled across a little boy - of course I’d come back to make sure he was okay before making my phone call to social services reporting you. You - for keeping him in the next room whilst you fuck your clients. God only knows what he hears... What he sees...” he released his grip just as Fiona was starting to lose consciousness. She dropped to the floor, gasping for breath. “I don’t see a husband in any of the pictures. Don’t even see another man...What is he? The bastard child of some customer you let fuck you bareback? How much extra did that cost? I guess everything has a price, hey?”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” she wheezed. She didn’t get up. She just stayed on the floor. She had a feeling that, if she were to get up, she’d soon be pushed back down again with him looming over her. Was he going to hit her? His fists were clenched as though he was ready to. She was certainly prepared to take a beating. She knew she was already beaten. She knew, in the future, she’d be bringing at least one knife up into the room where she serviced her clients. At least one. She’d killed before and she’d do it again. Especially to people like this. The ones who deserved it. She knew - people like this asshole - the world wouldn’t miss them. She wished she had had a knife there already. 
 
    
 
   “So - the question is... How much to fuck the boy?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An Uncomfortable Deal
 
    
 
   “What?” Fiona looked up at Richard. Her eyes wide with either shock or fear - he couldn’t tell which.
 
    
 
   “You heard me,” he said. He smiled briefly and repeated his sentence on the off chance she had misheard him, “How much? To fuck the boy. How much? You let someone fuck you bareback for a price - most girls advertising in the paper, they don’t allow that but not you. Seems you have a price for everything.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t let anyone do that,” she said. “His father is dead.” A true statement no matter which man you’d perceive to be Peter’s father; Darren the boy who got her daughter, Jessica, pregnant in the first instance or - of course - Bryan, the man who laid the path for Peter to call Fiona ‘Mum’ in the first place. Both of them were dead now.
 
    
 
   “Well you must sell him out too - why else would he be dressed up as a pretty little girl in that dress?” he asked. Fiona had hoped that  her catching him would have been enough of a distraction to help him fail to spot that Peter was wearing a dress. She knew it was too good to be true when the man hadn’t mentioned it immediately - as most other people would have. “I’ll ask one last time - how much?”
 
    
 
   “My son is not for sale,” she insisted.
 
    
 
   “Well now it seems you’re in a tough position,” Richard sneered. “You love your boy?” Fiona nodded. “Be a shame for social services to come along and snatch him away, right? I’m betting - with all this - they won’t even contemplate letting you have him back. They’ll just come by, take him and that will be the last you see of him. Your son. Now - I leave here - without what I’ve come for - I’m going to have to do the right thing and phone them. It’s only right,” he said. That fucking smile on his face. He knew Fiona didn’t have a choice in what was to come. Not if she wanted to keep her son or - at the very least - run away before social services found them. “You let me see him for a bit - I’ll be gentle - well, the way I see it, no one needs to know...”
 
    
 
   “You’re sick,” Fiona said. Her voice was quiet.
 
    
 
   Richard leant down close to her, “I think we both are.” He looked at his watch, “Time’s a ticking on,” he informed her. “What’s it to be? Let me see him for what’s left of the hour or... Explain to social services what kind of set up you have going on here and hope they don’t take him away from you?”
 
    
 
   Fiona shifted uncomfortably. Years ago - the woman she was before all the death happened in her life - she would have told him where to go. She would have reported him to the police. Maybe, even, she would have been turned to murder by such a monster. Now, though, the good Fiona was all but consumed by the darkness left behind by her husband’s legacy and her way of thinking was corrupted beyond what most people would be able to tolerate - at least, before taking their own miserable lives. Richard was a monster but - just below the surface - she was a monster too. One who’d do anything to survive and keep what life all the death had left for her. She glanced across to the bedside table - the small clock in particular. There was a little over half an hour left. What kind of damage could be done in that time? She thought. Especially after you’ve deducted the time needed to coax a young boy into doing whatever the monster was after anyway. She didn’t say anything to Richard who continued to patiently wait. She just nodded. He smiled. The smile of a monster. The smile of a paedophile. He pulled his wallet out and handed her all of the cash contained within. She didn’t count it. She could tell, at a touch, that it was over one hundred pounds. That plus the money he had already paid her, for the original appointment, and the fact it meant he’d not bring social services into the picture - it was worth it. She hated the idea of some stranger coming in and taking Peter away from her but she hated, even more, the thought of strangers coming into their lives and discovering who they really were and what had happened all those years ago - and the turbulent years since then. Richard put his empty wallet back into his pocket and walked from the room. He closed the door behind him. He figured the boy’s mother didn’t need to hear what was to come.
 
    
 
   Fiona collapsed on the end of the bed. She loosened the tight PVC red dress a little. It was hard to breathe. The thought of that man and her son. The thought of what he’d be doing. The monster’s intentions. She closed her eyes and tried to think of something else. She couldn’t. She could only think of how scared Peter would be. It’s for the best, she kept telling herself. It’s for the best. He’d be more scared if someone came into the home and snatched him away from it, his mother and his toys. Of course, she’d be upset about that. Fiona knew she was lying to herself. He’d probably be grateful. The worst mother ever. She knew she was. After today, she promised herself, she’d change. She’d make more of an effort to be nice. She’d try and treat him as a son should be treated. She wouldn’t try and turn him into a daughter - her way of trying to shake the dark thoughts from his mind after what he did to that punter. Tomorrow she’ll be better. Suddenly the door burst open and the monster appeared.
 
    
 
   “Where is he?” he asked.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It was harder to run in a dress than it was to run in trousers. Peter found it didn’t let him stretch his legs out as much as he wanted to. Instead of doing his normal pace, he found himself doing shorter steps to ensure he didn’t trip himself or stumble in the tighter confines of the dress. Not that he worried himself too much with the thought of it as he ran across the back garden towards the row of trees at the far end.
 
    
 
   He had no idea where he was going. He didn’t care. All he knew was that he was running away from where the bad people were. He was running away from any more trouble and anger and violence. He was running towards a new life. A better life. Even with no money, nowhere to go and no clue as to how to survive - he didn’t care. He knew it would be better. The thought of the dark nights and things lurking in the shadowy woodlands didn’t even worry him as much as the monsters which walked around in the daylight in his own home - his own mother being one of the worst of them. He figured he’d just keep running. Eventually he hoped that he’d find someone - somewhere - who’d take him in and care for him as a real family member would. Of course he knew he’d have to lie about his real name - unaware that the name he was used to being called was, in fact, a lie anyway. In his haste to leave the house, he hadn’t thought of a new name. He figured he’d just take the first name that popped into his head when someone asked him. If someone asked him. After all - what if he didn’t find anyone? What if he forever lived alone in the woods like a modern day Tarzan? The active imagination of a young boy had him living in the trees surrounded by animals - some would be his friends and others to be his food source. Close to the tree line now and he quickened his pace. He knew it wouldn’t be long before his mother, the Queen monster, discovered he’d gone and would come looking for him. If she caught him, she’d be mad. Possibly madder than he’d ever seen her before. He didn’t want that. He couldn’t let her see him run into the woods. He couldn’t give her any clues as to the direction he was heading.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It was hard for Fiona to look upset that Peter had run away. On the one hand she was angry at him for doing so but, on the other hand, it meant the pervert couldn’t touch him as he planned to.
 
    
 
   “Maybe he heard us?” Fiona said when she came back into Peter’s bedroom - having scoured the house top to bottom on the off chance he had gone downstairs to get a drink of water, or something.
 
    
 
   “Or maybe he was waiting for his opportunity?” said Richard. He was standing next to the bed. In his hand was one of the scraps of paper, taken from the pile which had been on the messed up bed with the other sheets of A4. He passed the paper over to Fiona who was frowning at what he said. Her frown soon disappeared when she read the piece of paper. Messy writing. Some of it too messy to read properly - perhaps written in a state of blind rage. What she could read, though, was horrible. Nasty words pointed at her. The bad mother. The monster. The one who liked to hurt him. The one who he wanted dead instead of his father. She tried her best to stop the immediate rage from spilling out. Richard was smirking at her. “See,” he said, “we’re both sick.”
 
    
 
   “I think you should go and let me deal with my son,” she said.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “I don’t think so. I’ll help you find him. And, if we can’t, I think you owe me a refund.” He didn’t wait for an answer from the mother of the year. He just pushed past her and out of the bedroom before heading down the stairs. She followed a few steps behind him. “An educated guess,” he said, “but he doesn’t have any friends living nearby that he might run to? Some neighbours on the other side of the trees perhaps?” 
 
    
 
   Fiona didn’t like the man’s tone of voice. A tone which suggested he was better than her. She didn’t say anything, though. It made sense to have another pair of eyes helping find her son. “No. There’s only a couple who live a little further down the road - the only other house on the lane. We don’t even know their name.”
 
    
 
   “Even so,” Richard reached the bottom of the stairs and turned back to Fiona who joined him, “might be worth going down...” He stopped. “You going out dressed like that?” She was wearing the dress. “Someone might be out there, walking their dog... Someone might see.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry if changing my outfit isn’t high on my list of priorities,” she hissed.
 
    
 
   The man changed the subject; there was no sense wasting time in talking about what she should or shouldn’t wear. “He couldn’t have gone far. We weren’t talking for that long. Does he have a favourite place that he likes to go and play?” he asked. Fiona nodded and pushed past him. Whenever she let Peter out of the house, to go and play, he always ran in the same direction - the woods.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was standing by the bush where he had thrown the bird. He was just standing there. Eyes transfixed on where the bird should have been. He couldn’t see it, from where he was, but he knew it was there. And what’s more - he knew it was there because of him. It didn’t matter that it was already hurt. It didn’t even offer him comfort that, had it not been for him, it would have taken longer to die - possibly by starvation or, worse still, a cat would have gotten hold of it and toyed with it for a while before killing it. Standing here, looking at where he had hidden the mangled corpse, it offered no satisfaction to him at all that the bird was as good as dead. He had killed it. Him. Not its injuries. Not the lack of food. Not a cat - or other animal. Him. Just him.
 
    
 
   “Michael!” a voice called out from behind him - from the garden area he had just come left. He turned, with his heart in the back of his throat, as the voice snapped him back into the reality he was supposed to be living in. His mother’s voice. She sounded madder than The Devil himself. Another voice, a man’s voice this time, echoed what she shouted; his name again. He didn’t sound as angry. A tone of voice which suggested the owner was simply going through the motions to be seen to be doing the ‘right’ thing. Peter ducked down on the spot. He wanted to run off, into the woods, as deep as he could go but he was worried that his footsteps - and the sounds of the leaves and twigs he’d be running upon - would give him away. “Michael! Stop being silly and come out immediately!” He didn’t move. “I can see you!” Fiona shouted. Her voice was getting closer. From where Peter was - he couldn’t see her. Could she really see him? Or was it just a bluff? The threat of an angry woman hoping to scare her son out into the open? Perhaps she thought - if he believed her words - he’d think that there was little point in hiding anymore from her and come out to take whatever punishment she was going to give this time. He didn’t budge though. He didn’t believe her words. Not even when she shouted out that he wasn’t going to be in any trouble. He stayed put hoping that she’d realise he wasn’t there after all and would move on to another area to try and see him. “Michael!” his mother’s voice called out again. She was so close this time that Peter was sure the sound of his beating heart would have given him away. And who knows - if it weren’t for the stranger, his mother’s friend, perhaps it could have done.
 
    
 
   “Here he is!” said his mother’s friend. Peter turned his head - eyes are wide as saucers - and spotted the man, who was once standing in front of him in his own bedroom, next to one of the trees which hid them both from his mother. The man licked his lips. “He’s here!” he called out again.
 
    
 
   Peter burst into tears. The man reached over to him and took him by his hand.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Fiona closed Peter’s bedroom door and turned to Richard who was standing at the top of the stairs. She was trying her best to hide her anger, and disappointment, in Peter. It was bad enough that he had tried to run away from her but she couldn’t put the words, on the paper, out of her mind. It wasn’t the fact that the hostile notations hurt her feelings. They just pissed her off more than she could describe and it took everything in her not to hit him as soon as he was safe and sound back in his bedroom. And the fact he had muddied his dress did nothing to help the situation. She forced a smile to Richard - still partly blaming him for her son running off in the first place. “Thank you,” she said.
 
    
 
   Richard nodded and stepped up onto the landing, “We had a deal!” he pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Your time is up - I’m sorry!” Fiona said. She blocked Richard’s view of the doorway.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “After I helped find your son? Really? I think I deserve a little reward, actually. A show of appreciation for me helping you out. That’s normally how things like this work.” Things like this? Fiona wondered how many times the pervert had been in situations as fucked up as this one was. “What do you say?” he said. “A couple of hours seems fair - especially as I paid you all of that money and promised not to go to the social services...”
 
    
 
   Fiona wanted the man to leave so she could deal with her son in the only way she knew how but then she had another thought - perhaps her actions weren’t enough of a punishment anymore? Maybe it needed someone else to step in and show Peter he needed to behave properly, or else face the music? Maybe this man was just the person to do it? She nodded at him. “Under the circumstances,” she said, “a couple of hours sounds like a fair deal.” She smiled. The pervert smiled. His smile died first as a lustful expression fell upon his face. “I’ll be downstairs,” she told him. She turned to the door and twisted the handle, opening the door up wide. Peter was sitting on the bed - still crying. Fiona turned back to Richard and nodded for him to go through. He didn’t need asking twice and stepped into the room. Fiona closed the door.
 
    
 
   “Hello again,” she heard the pervert say to the boy. She waited for a moment and nodded to herself as she heard Peter ask for him to leave him alone. The boy deserves everything he is going to get, she thought. And more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Love Me
 
    
 
   The morning after and Fiona was sitting in the dining room, by herself, eating a bowl of cornflakes. In front of her was another bowl of cornflakes - one which she had prepared for Peter. She had nearly finished her bowl.  In good time too, for the milk had turned the flakes soggy. If that had happened to her food then she knew it would have happened in Peter’s bowl too. She’d still make him eat it, though, even though they both hated flakes that had gone too soggy. She hated the thought of wasting food more.
 
    
 
   “You’re leaving that?” she often asked Peter when he crossed his knife and fork, on the plate, to show he’d eaten his fill. “You do realise that there are people starving in the world?” She’d go on and talk about people overseas - the ones who had nothing to eat. The ones who often didn’t survive through childhood due to starvation. She asked him whether he’d want to starve to death and then she’d force him to eat whatever was left. Even if it had meant sitting at the table for the rest of the afternoon, evening or morning. Sometimes Peter would sit there wishing he had starved to death, or could at least, because he figured it would be better than staying with her. The tyrant. Not that he knew what the word meant.
 
    
 
   Peter hadn’t come downstairs this morning. He hadn’t left his bedroom since Richard left the house yesterday - a broad smile on his face and a little conversation about a repeat performance in a couple of weeks; a curiosity to see what Fiona could do with the strap-ons she had spoken about. Not on him. But on the boy. Richard just wanted to watch. Fiona had just told him to leave. She was sick of the sight of him and - by the time he was done with the boy - she had calmed a little and had started to feel bad about what she had agreed to. She didn’t tell him ‘no’ though. She simply told him to call her first. She had calmed a little but not completely. There was still a part of her that was angry with Peter. She was angry with herself too - for not seeing the signs before it got to the stage it had gotten to. It didn’t matter anymore, though. She had a plan to ensure it wouldn’t happen again. She had a plan, forged through the small hours of the night in the forefront of her warped mind that would make Peter love her.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was lying in his bed with the duvet tucked up around his broken body as though it were some kind of force field to protect him from evil - Richard more specifically. He looked up at the door when it opened. Fiona was standing there. She didn’t come in. She just stood in the small gap between door and frame. Peter didn’t say anything. He slumped his heavy head back down on the pillow - his mind wondering whether things would have been different had he not run away. His mind wondering whether - what happened yesterday - was punishment for his actions.
 
    
 
   “I’ve only ever done what is best for you,” Fiona said - after a short pause. “I’ve only ever tried to make you happy. You know that, don’t you? I know sometimes it has been hard, what with it just being the two of us and then what happened with your father but, even so, I’ve always tried to protect you. And the times when I was harsh - the times when I did have to punish you...It was for your own good. Then, yesterday, I see what you have been writing about me behind my back. Hurtful words full of spite. Did you mean for me to find that?” she asked. He didn’t answer. “Was I supposed to read those hateful sentences? Do you even mean them? That you’d rather I had died as opposed to your father?” She felt herself start to bubble up inside but tried her best to control it. She wasn’t here to get angry at him - she wasn’t here to pick a fight. She was here to fix him. She was here to make him love her once and for all so that they could be the perfect family unit. A loving mother and her loving son. Picture perfect. Peter didn’t stir. She wasn’t sure whether it was because he was scared or because he could no longer be bothered. “What? You don’t want to talk to me now? You don’t want to talk to your own mother?” She tutted - a noise from the back of her throat. “Is this the rude son that I am raising? One who won’t even pass the time of day with his mother? One who wishes his own mum dead? Well - I’m not going to give up on you, son. You’re my son and - whether you know it or not - I’ve gone through Hell and back to ensure you’re safe...” Partly true - had it not been for Fiona and Bryan then Peter wouldn’t have even been born. He would have been dead in the womb - another statistic of an unwanted, aborted child. She pulled a key from her pocket. “Do you know what this is?” she asked. Peter didn’t even look at her hand. “This is the key to our future,” she said. “This is the key to you loving me.” She waited for Peter to turn around to look at what she was holding but he didn’t. She shrugged and stepped back, out of the room. Seconds later and Peter heard the sound of a key sliding into the small lock on his bedroom door. He didn’t make a sound as the key clicked within the lock forcing the locking mechanism to slide from within the door and into the frame it was aligned with. From the other side of door, Fiona gave the handle a twist to ensure the door was actually locked - despite knowing it was, having felt the lock slide into place. “When you love me - as a son should - the lock will be removed. Until then, it stays shut,” came her muffled voice from the other side of the door. Peter still didn’t react. He heard Fiona move away from the bedroom door, the floorboards creaking as she made her way to her own room. The next sound he heard was the sound of her own bedroom door closing.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   Peter was sitting on the end of his bed just as Fiona’s voice had instructed him to, from the other side of the locked door. He didn’t acknowledge her other than to do as he was told - and that was only down to fearing what would happen if he ignored her completely and did as he pleased - which, as it happened, involved staying in bed wrapped in his duvet. A duvet, he noticed, which had droplets of blood on it. Must have seeped through from his pyjama bottoms, he thought. When he first saw the blood he panicked slightly as he thought he might be bleeding to death. But then he decided, if that were the case, it’d be a blessing in disguise.
 
    
 
   The lock of the door clicked before the door was pushed open from the other side. Fiona was standing there with a key in her hand. Balanced on her other arm, as though she were a waitress working the tables in some backstreet diner, was a wooden tray holding a plate of food and a tall cup of water. She walked into the room and put it on the floor in front of where Peter was sitting. She stood there, for a moment, looking at him - waiting to see if he was going to say anything to her. He didn’t. He didn’t even look at her. He was looking out of the window - staring into some other place. 
 
    
 
   “Well?” she said. Peter looked at her. A blank expression on his face suggested he had no idea what she was talking about. “Do you hate me that much that I don’t even get a thank you for cooking for you?”
 
    
 
   Peter looked down at the tray on the floor and then up to Fiona, “Thank you,” he said. He turned back to whatever had caught his attention from beyond the window.
 
    
 
   Fiona walked back to the door and put the key in the lock. She stepped into the hallway before pulling the door near enough closed. She left just enough room to allow her the opportunity to poke her head through the gap left to address her son again, “For as long as it takes,” she said. “I’ll keep you in here for as long as it takes.”
 
    
 
   Peter didn’t say anything. He kept his focus on the distant horizon outside. As far as he was concerned - he’d never love her. Why would he? She didn’t give him any reason to? She locked him in the room and brought him food, stayed with him when he needed to use the toilet - or have a wash - but she was never kind to him. She never made him want to love her. She often asked if he at least regretted what he had written down. He did. He regretted every word. The day she had stumbled across his writings - that was the day he learned never to leave a written record again. If something was important - that important - he decided, right there and then, then he’d use his good memory to leave himself a mental note.
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   P A R T    T W O
 
   Years Gone By
 
    
 
   The seconds turned into minutes. The minutes turned to days. Days turned into weeks, weeks to months and months to years. Peter wasn’t stupid. He knew the way to get out of the room was to simply pretend to love Fiona but he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing that she had won. Furthermore, he knew that  if she did believe he loved her, he’d have to spend more time with her as she would allow him from the room and  would want to make up for lost time. As it was, most days he’d hardly see her other than at meal times: breakfast, lunch and supper. A wash after breakfast, a toilet break after lunch and a bath after supper. The rest of his day was filled with various homework assignments she had created for him - some of which were stolen directly from a teaching book she had purchased in the next town. He preferred the lack of contact with her - it certainly made for less opportunity for her to beat him or mentally scar him more than she had already done so. Every moment he spent away from her, the stronger he felt. A strength which helped when it came to his sometimes daily visitors - strange men who’d come for an hour at a time. Sometimes a little longer but rarely. Most liked the hourly arrangement.
 
    
 
   It had started off as just being Richard who came by. The first time he visited, the day Peter had run away - three years ago – had scared Peter. The man was rough and the things he did to him hurt more than words could express. Peter remembered wishing he had just been able to curl up into a ball and die right there and then but, despite his wishes, the eternal sleep never took a hold of him. Each visit thereafter, though, got easier. Not just with Richard but the other men too - all of who wanted the same thing as Richard had wanted. The kind of thing most normal people would put a stop to. The kind of thing that most normal mothers would keep away from their children - especially if they loved them half as much as they pretended to. Not Fiona though. So many new faces came through Peter’s door - it was almost as though she were encouraging it. Perhaps it was she and Richard working together? He got a discounted rate so long as he told his friends to come by too. As stated before - it started off uncomfortable, painful and scarier than anything else Peter had ever experienced but - as time went on - it got easier. He taught himself to relax into it. And there were tricks he learnt, by listening to the monsters on top of him, which made them finish what they were doing faster. The sooner they were done, the sooner they left him in whatever soggy state they deemed fit. The harder appointments occurred when his mother was paid extra - he presumed - to join in. She never looked as though she relished the act but she always saw them through with a degree of professionalism which some people may have found endearing had it been part of any other scenario.
 
    
 
   In the beginning, when they left, Peter had cried. As the months - and years - went on, he barely blinked. Just one of those things that he had gotten used to as though it were part of normal life. He knew it wouldn’t always be like that though. He knew that - as soon as he was big enough - the men would either lose interest or he’d be strong enough to hurt them. He had tried to make a run for it once but the man who was visiting him soon threw him back to the bed before pinning him down under his heavy weight. It wouldn’t always be like that though. No. Not always. Peter knew that there’d be a time when he’d be strong enough to fight back. A vicious attack which would hopefully give him enough time to get away once and for all. Of course he wasn’t as determined to wait it out - until his body was strong enough to make a getaway - all of the time. Sometimes he’d look at the window and contemplate jumping through it. A long drop to the concrete below as the grass was too far for him to be able to reach. Broken limbs would be definite. He just hoped that one of them would be his neck and that everything would be over. It wasn’t as easy as that though. He knew it would never be as easy as that. The very act of jumping through the glass itself scared him senseless as he knew it would undoubtedly hurt more than anything else he’d have felt before. He had lost count of the number of times he had sat on his bed and wished that his mother had bricked the window up. At least with the bricks there, he wouldn’t feel the pull of wanting to attempt the jump. He wouldn’t have felt the adrenaline surge through his body before finally deciding that he couldn’t go through with it only to then have to sit there with an uncomfortably elevated heart rate.
 
    
 
   Peter was standing in front of the mirror, the one hanging on the back of his wardrobe door. He hardly recognised himself anymore. Fifteen years old now. Today in fact. No longer a boy but not quite a man. He was skinny. It was easy to see his ribs hiding, barely, under his skin. A hint of a six pack - no doubt achieved through various exercises he did to try and keep fit and - on some days - help drown out the noise from the other bedroom. Looking at himself, he barely recognised the person looking back. He put it down to having been staring for so long - wishing he were someone else. You look at something for long enough and eventually it becomes distorted in your mind. The same happens to words. If you pick a word and keep repeating it, eventually it sounds strange, as though you’re saying it incorrectly. You find yourself questioning whether you’re doing it properly or not. He was so busy staring into the mirror that he didn’t hear the door unlock. Nor did he hear his mother walk into the room, holding onto the breakfast tray just as she always did at this time of the day.
 
    
 
   She kicked the door shut and walked with the tray over to the bed where she placed it. She didn’t even say good morning to Peter anymore. She knew he wasn’t going to reply back to her. The act of locking him in the room making him hate her more than actually love her, as she had foolishly hoped. She didn’t realise how close she was to her goal. Hate is close to love. Without one you can’t have the other. He looked at her; she was looking older now. Where the years had been kind to him, they had been cruel to her. Wrinkled skin and bags under her eyes. She looked as though she hadn’t slept properly for about as long as he had been her prisoner. She’d once been pretty. Now she was...Old. And yet the men still came knocking on her front door so there must be something about her that was still attractive. Peter couldn’t help but remember the red dress. Maybe that’s why they continued to come by - not that he had seen the dress for some time on the rare occasions he had bothered looking through the keyhole at the people she was bringing up the stairs. Sometimes he considered shouting out to them. Let them know he was there and what she was doing. He knew he couldn’t though. What if they were like Richard? He’d just be letting another monster know that he was there and - more importantly - trapped for them to be able to do with him whatever they wanted.
 
    
 
   Fiona looked at him and waited - a look of hope in her greying eyes that he’d speak to her and tell her how much he loved her. The words didn’t come though. She turned away, silent, and left the room - locking the door behind her.
 
    
 
   He perched himself on the edge of the bed and picked the tray up; next to his usual cornflakes and the glass of water was a small parcel. He didn’t need to open it to know what it was. A book. Just like the many other books she’d given him over the years. Happy little stories of people finding their true love and living together - forever - in eternal bliss. Some people would consider these books a little feminine for the mind of a young boy who was gradually turning into a man but Fiona didn’t look at it like that. To her, Peter was still that young child. Putting him in that room froze his age in her mind. He’d always be that little boy to her. The ungrateful one who rejected her love.
 
    
 
   Peter himself didn’t mind the stories either. It was nice to read about the lives of others. Even if it were all make believe and the product of an author’s imagination. He enjoyed the happy ever after and - once he’d finished reading the book - he’d venture off in his own imagination to what he dreamed would be his own happy ever after. He never knew what the girl looked like. He just sensed how happy he was. He presumed she felt the same way too. The two of them living together - sharing their lives. No one to get in the way and ruin their beautiful, lasting relationship. His happy ever after. Even a red PVC dress would occasionally feature in his little make believe world of happiness which surprised him, given that the memories attached to that dress weren’t necessarily the happiest for him. He didn’t fight it though. Why would he?
 
    
 
   Footsteps on the landing brought him back to reality. His mother had another visitor. His heart stopped beating momentarily as he paused to hear if they were headed in his direction or not. Thankfully not. The footsteps continued past his doorway to the one further down the hallway. Heavy footsteps accompanied by mutterings of intent and laughter. He couldn’t help but wonder whether this was what the real world was really like and that people only achieved their happy ever after by the hour with some stranger they’d only got to know through various newspaper adverts. Did the books get it wrong? Are the stories contained within the pages bound together by covers made from varying materials just that - stories? Lonely authors trying to make the world seem like a better place by forging these make believe worlds? He shook his head. He refused to believe it. Those thoughts were just there because of where he found himself. A little bit of poison, from his surroundings, leaking into his mindset. He couldn’t let them stay. He couldn’t let himself believe that this was as good as it got. As the familiar noises of an appointment - going well - started within the four walls of his mother’s room Peter knew that he couldn’t stay here much longer. He needed to get out. He needed to find his place in the world and - more importantly - his own happy ever after. A happy ever after to try and make him forget the bad times. He glanced back to his reflection in the mirror - he was definitely getting bigger now. Definitely thin but you could make out the muscle on his skeleton. Maybe soon he’d be ready to make a fight for his freedom - not that he knew where he could go. It would’ve been easier if he had friends or, at the very least, knew of anyone nearby who’d be able to help him - perhaps even take him in.
 
    
 
   A knock on the door made him jump.
 
    
 
   “Honey...” His mother’s voice. She only ever called him that when she had guests. His heart sank as a key slid into the lock and twisted it open. The door creaked open a crack and his mother leaned into the room. Peter could see the shadow of someone else behind her. “I have a friend here who’d like to say hello...”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   So Much Blood
 
    
 
   The stranger had left. Fiona had changed into a dressing gown and was re-applying her make-up in the bathroom mirror whilst Peter tried to get comfortable in the hot bath water as he usually did after he’d been forced to be part of an appointment. Today wasn’t as bad as other appointments with regards to the levels of physical pain he had felt. The man hadn’t wanted to penetrate him. He just wanted to watch Fiona take Peter in her mouth. Once upon a time - when the strange men put forward their requests - Peter had felt sorry for Fiona. Once upon a time she had seemed to struggle with what they asked. He could sense an internal conflict deep within her - battling between what’s right and what isn’t right. At least, he used to be able to sense such conflicts. Now she didn’t seem to bat an eyelid. She simply put her mind to whatever needed to be done and got it achieved - one way or the other. Peter supposed she did it the same way he did and that was by putting his mind elsewhere. Pretending he was with the woman he’d chosen for his happy little life away from all of this. Pretending he loved the lady who was doing these bad things to him. Pretending it wasn’t his mother. Thoughts which - to start off with - seemed impossible but somehow seemed to fall into place as the months, and years, went on by. Now the appointments just seemed natural - a part of life that he hated having to be used to.
 
    
 
   He was lying back in the bath letting the soap suds wash away the sins of the past hour. He was watching his mother. She wasn’t paying him any attention - too busy with her lip gloss. He wondered if there was anything left in her which felt bad about what had just happened or whether she really was lost to the monster inside.  The monster which he’d seen on numerous occasions before she finally locked him in his bedroom.
 
    
 
   Despite everything, he actually felt sorry for her. Not that he’d ever admit that to her. Being locked in the room for so long, sometimes he only had memories to play back in his mind and - although they came to him rarer than the memories where she was a cunt to him - he remembered there was a time, long ago, when she was a kind lady. She says she loves him now, albeit rarely, but he knew she didn’t because he remembered what she was like when she really did love him. A time before he ruined everything by stabbing his father to death - still unaware that the man he had killed wasn’t even his father. No matter what she said now - she didn’t love him. Looking at her now, preparing herself for another appointment by the looks of things, she was incapable of knowing what love was. The kind woman he once knew was long dead. The monster was thriving.
 
    
 
   Peter blamed himself for the transformation. Why wouldn’t he? Everything got worse for them both after he had killed the man. He wondered whether things had actually got worse for his mother when he was born. Was that the start of the downward spiral? Had he not come along in the first place would things have been different? He had no idea how different they would have been: Fiona would still be a wife to a loving, normal, husband whose name was Bryan and they’d be the parents of a beautiful young woman called Jessica. Everything would have been different. Peter knew that - even without knowing about Bryan and Jessica. Everything that had happened since the stabbing was his fault and he hated himself for it and pitied his mother - another feeling he wasn’t happy about as it meant that, deep down, despite what she had become and had forced him to do...Deep down he must have loved her. He wouldn’t tell her though. She didn’t deserve to know in his eyes. And that - the fact she didn’t get to hear that he loved her and wished things could return to normal, before he killed the man - that was her fault. She was to blame for that.
 
    
 
   “What?” she said suddenly.
 
    
 
   He caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She was staring right back at him.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Nothing, Mummy!” she corrected him. He didn’t correct himself. He didn’t even look away. There was nothing she could do to him anymore that was worse than the things she had already done. He knew she couldn’t hurt him - not all the time he was bringing in extra money for the two of them. He knew - from the beatings at least - he was safe. It didn’t matter how he spoke to her anymore. Not that he always thought that. There was a time, soon after being locked in the room and soon after the first few erections came to his room - there was a time that he thought, if he spoke nicely to her and called her Mummy just as she liked, she’d go easy on him and stop the bad men from coming. But she didn’t though. They continued to come by and some of them even got off on the childish way he spoke to Fiona. Hell - some of them insisted that he called them Daddy. A truly fucked up family with its place firmly secured in Hell. “Your hair is getting long,” she said when she realised he wasn’t going to correct what he had said. “Needs a cut again.” Peter didn’t say anything. It wasn’t new that she’d cut his hair. She’d usually try and get it done for him every four or five weeks to try and keep it smart for the men who visited. It seemed most preferred it that way - which surprised Fiona as she thought they might have liked longer hair on him. Turn him around, onto his front, and pretend he was a cute, tight little girl. Apparently that was something in her mind only - most of the men just looked at her as though she’d lost the plot when she mentioned this little scenario. Apparently that wasn’t what was going on in their minds. From that moment, she stopped trying to second guess them. At the end of the day, so long as they paid, she didn’t care what they were thinking about just so long as - whatever it was - it helped them finish what they were doing quicker than had they not been thinking at all.
 
    
 
   She pulled a towel from the hand rail next to the toilet and dropped it to the floor before bending down and straightening it out. She did this every time she cut Peter’s hair. It helped keep the floor tidy as the cut hair would collect onto the towel. When she was finished she could simply pick it all up together and shake it off out of the window.
 
    
 
   “Get out now,” she said, meaning for Peter to get out of the bath water. “I’ll be right back.” She stepped out of the bathroom to fetch the scissors, closing the door behind her. 
 
    
 
   Peter had tried to run once. Once. He had made it to the front door but became stuck when he realised it was locked. Peter couldn’t remember how old he had been when he tried that. It was a few months, he thought, after first being locked in. His mother caught him. Her rage, in his eyes, was far worse than any he’d seen before. She had come out of nowhere with a walking stick that a client must have left behind. No doubt whoever had left it didn’t need it anymore. They come through the door with a limp and she makes them leave with a spring in their step. The pain had been unbearable when she slammed that stick against the back of his legs. He dropped to the floor immediately and a large welt mark appeared on his skin - one long bruise which hurt like a son of a bitch every time he took a feeble step. Peter didn’t try and run ever again.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   With just a towel wrapped around him, Peter was sitting on a small stool that Fiona had brought into the room along with the scissors that she always used to cut his hair. Fiona was standing behind him, tidying the tips of his hair with quick little snips of the scissors. They were sitting in silence, just as they usually did. Something felt different to Peter though. He couldn’t put his finger on it but there was something in the air which made him feel uncomfortable and then it happened, like a shot out of the blue.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” said his mother as she cut away another few strands of hair. He looked at her reflection in the mirror. In her eyes was something he hadn’t seen for as long as he could remember - tears. A touch of humanity. As though it were perfectly normal and like it had been there the whole time, just hidden behind a darkness which had her trapped. “Everything I did,” she continued, “there were reasons. I just wanted you to love me like she did...”
 
    
 
   “Who?” Peter asked. His voice lacked empathy.
 
    
 
   “Jessica,” Fiona said. Peter looked at her blankly. Was the name supposed to mean something to him? “I wanted you to love me as she had - before everything that happened between us. But I’ve failed and I don’t know how to put things right between us. I’ve made mistakes. Too many. For reasons I don’t know...” she continued to spill her guts to Peter but none of it really made much sense. What made even less sense was the way his mother was telling him everything through broken tears. Had she been feeling like this for a while now with everything building up inside her or did she just wake up on a different side of the bed to the one she had woken up on for the past few years while her son was locked up in the next room? She didn’t go into further details about Jessica. Perhaps because she didn’t know how to explain who she was - the fact that, in reality, Jessica was actually Peter’s mother and the woman standing behind him pretending to be his mother was actually his grandma. “I do love you though,” she said. “I don’t expect you to love me back. I’d be shocked if you did. I just needed you to know before...” She stopped.
 
    
 
   “Before what?” he asked.
 
    
 
   She cut another piece of hair from his head, “There - all done. Perfect.”
 
    
 
   “Before what?” he asked again.
 
    
 
   Fiona smiled at him. A real smile. It nearly broke his heart but he refused to show any emotion towards the woman who’d put him through so much in his short life. Fifteen years old and broken already. He may not have helped himself but she was the one who finished the job of ruining him. She was the one. Not him. The mistakes he made - they could have been fixed. What she put him through - bad memories to fill a troubled lifetime of sleepless nights. “Look in my bedroom cupboard,” she told him.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about...”
 
    
 
   Suddenly she raised the scissors and, without a moment’s hesitation, she plunged the tip of the blade into the side of her neck. Her eyes went wide - no doubt from the pain and the fear that she must have felt. Peter screamed and jumped up as Fiona fell back against the bathroom doorway, a fine jet of blood misting the once white walls of the bathroom. She slid down onto her bum - still holding the handle of the scissors. Peter hurried to her and pulled the blade from her neck but that just made the stream of blood spew from her neck with more ferocity than when the blade was embedded there.
 
    
 
   “Mum!” he screamed. He put his hand over the wound but that too was ineffective. “Mummy!” he called out again. She didn’t stop staring at him. Her boy. The one she loved so much, in her own twisted way. The one who seemed hell-bent on picking wrong decision after wrong decision. The one whom she had ruined. The final thought going through her head was that she had turned him into nothing but a cold shell. Had she left him in school with his dark fascination of blood and murder, borne from when he had stabbed the punter, would he have eventually grown away from those thoughts realising himself that that kind of thinking wasn’t appropriate? Had she left him in school, with people who’d grow to be his friends, would their lives have ever gotten back onto a normal track? All she had wanted was for her son to love her and grow up to be respectable and - dare she say it – normal, but her choices, corrupted by the darkness that had taken over ever since she and Bryan had brought him into the world, they just made things worse. They made Peter worse. Cold. Heartless. Broken although he didn’t know it yet. She had seen it in him every time she took him food, or let him out of the bedroom for a bathroom break. She saw it. She saw the man he was becoming and there was nothing she could do to turn him back to the misguided boy that he was before the incident in the kitchen and before all of the men...A tear rolled from her eye. The blood was trickling out now. Peter was still looking at her scared. No idea what to do. No idea how to help her. All she wanted to hear was his voice tell her that he loved her once more. Just one more time. Even if it weren’t meant.
 
    
 
   “I love you, Mummy!” Peter’s cold voice cracked. He didn’t cry though, just as his mother didn’t hear the words that he spoke. She was already dead, her body starting to get as cold as his soul. Peter realised she had gone and slumped back against the bath. He looked down at the scissors. Fiona used to make sure anything sharp was kept out of his reach. He couldn’t help but feel that maybe - just maybe - she should have removed all sharp instruments from the house. Had she done so, she’d still be alive. Maybe - had she just spoken to him - maybe they could have worked together to put things right between the two of them. He shook his head. No. No. She couldn’t. She did this. She made this happen. Her final punishment being a way of making Peter feel guilty for the rest of his life? He shook his head.
 
    
 
   “No!” he said out loud - breaking the deathly silence of the house. “No! I won’t let you do that to me,” he continued. “I hate you. I don’t love you. I hate you. I hate you.” He crawled over to her body and punched it square in the face. “I hate you!” He hit her again, and again. He hit her until his hands were sore and her face was battered - not that it was bleeding. Already bled out. “I hate you!” He started to cry. The first time in as long as he could remember. It felt...Horrible.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alone
 
    
 
   Fiona was lying in the bed. Her bloody clothes were on the floor next to her clean naked corpse. Her eyes were still open. Peter had tried to close them but they just kept opening again so he gave up. Peter was sitting in his own bedroom - on his bed with his back against the headboard. His eyes were dry. The tears that bled were nothing but a distant memory with no sign of a repeat performance. Like Fiona, in the next room, Peter was also naked with his bloody clothes on the floor, his damaged mind trying to decide whether he was upset or not at what had happened in the bathroom. He couldn’t help but think of his mother’s soul dancing in the fiery pits of Hell with the Devil on her arm. He wondered whether she was smiling as he thought she would be. All the times he had thought of her as being an incarnation of the Devil and now she got to meet the real being. He wondered whether she’d be at peace as opposed to eternal torment that people in Hell were supposed to be suffering. If she were at peace - that wouldn’t be fair. Not with him here, alone, feeling his own kind of torment. 
 
    
 
   He climbed to his feet and walked through to Fiona’s bedroom. He stopped in the doorway and just looked at his mother. She was already beginning to give off an odour but he didn’t take any notice of it. Either that or he didn’t seem to care. Perhaps he always thought she smelt like that - thanks to her rotten soul - only now it would be more obvious to others. The phone was ringing downstairs in the hallway. It had been ringing on and off for the majority of the day now. He didn’t answer it. He knew he wasn’t allowed. She wouldn’t permit it. In a daze, he walked away from the bedroom and down the stairs towards the phone. She couldn’t tell him off anymore. She couldn’t tell him not to answer it and even though part of him wanted to ignore it, a bigger part wanted to defy his mother one final time by answering the caller.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” He held the receiver to his ear. A man’s voice. Heavy breathing. Someone asking if they could swing on by for an hour. Peter put the phone down. Within seconds it started to ring again. Calmly, he bent down and ripped the line from the wall. They wouldn’t be calling anymore. He paused for a moment in the hallway of the empty house. The silence was screaming loudly in his ears as though it were more harmful than the possibility of any actual noise. “Mum?” he called out. He waited for an answer that didn’t come. “Mummy?” He hesitated where he was standing for a moment, before running back up the stairs to where Fiona lay on the bed. “Why did you do it?” he asked her. She didn’t answer him. He walked over to her body and seemed to notice, for the first time, that she was naked. He touched her skin by running his hand up her leg. It was as cold as ice. Of course it would be; it wasn’t the warmest of days and there she was with nothing on. He glanced over to the cupboard in the corner of the room and walked over to it. A quick twist of the handle, he gave the door a tug and opened it up revealing her many clothes hanging within. One item - in particular - caught his eye. The shiny red PVC dress. With a shaking hand he reached out and touched it. Plastic-y. Smooth. He ran his hand down it. The familiar feelings starting up within his groin. He pulled the dress from the railings and held it up to get a better look. He lowered it down and looked over to Fiona. Slowly he walked across to her cold body - he undid the zip of the dress as he did so. He thought she liked the dress due to the times he had seen her wearing it. The fact he happened to like it - and find it arousing - was by the by. The initial thought of taking it from the cupboard to try and help his mother stay warm was one of kindness. As he supported her weight with one arm while he positioned the dress on her, his thoughts had taken a darker turn.
 
    
 
   After much to-ing and fro-ing he managed to get both arms into the dress. Seconds later and he pulled the zip up closing her into the tight material. He laid her back down on the bed and admired his handiwork. With a shaking left hand he gave the dress another touch before leaning in, close, to try its scent. 
 
    
 
   “Touch it,” Fiona purred. Peter jumped. He looked up at her face. She was staring back at him, with a look that he didn’t understand in her eyes. One of lust. “It’s okay,” she said, “I want you to touch it.” He touched the dress again. “Like it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” he said, his voice shaking as much as his left hand. With his right hand, he touched himself. He suddenly pulled back with both hands and closed his eyes. When he next opened them, he expected Fiona to be lying back down on the bed with her eyes staring dead ahead as though she had never moved. She wasn’t. She smiled at him.
 
    
 
   “Don’t be embarrassed,” she purred. He felt her hand reach down and touch him - just as it had done on many occasions beforehand, after her clients had instructed her to. He flinched in her cold grip. He reached up and touched the dress again. Her legs parted ever so slightly. “No,” she said, “I want you to touch me...”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   She nodded. He reached between her legs with two fingers and touched her where he’d seen previous men touch her - during their hourly visits. Cold. Dry. Fiona sighed with pleasure. “You’re good,” she purred. He touched her again - similar to the way a curious child would poke at a strange creature, or object, they had stumbled upon for the first time in their life. Again - she purred like a kitten.
 
    
 
   “If you want,” she said, “you can fuck me.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I want you to. Please. Make Mummy happy.” His mind was so confused. He was all over the place. So many times people had forced her to touch him and yet they never wanted him to touch her. Up until now he hadn’t even wondered what it would be like, to be the one touching, and he didn’t understand why he suddenly felt the need to now. A morbid curiosity because she was dead? No - he suddenly remembered the urge to touch her when she had offered him the chance, the first time, in the dining room when she came down in the dress. He wanted to touch her now. Perhaps this was just making up for the missed opportunity? 
 
    
 
   A loud knock on the downstairs door made Peter jump and look in the direction of the door.  When he looked back to the body of Fiona, she was staring dead ahead with lifeless eyes and Peter realised that it was his own hand touching him, as opposed to hers, whilst his other hand was touching her. He pulled both hands back. Another knock on the door echoed through the quiet house. Peter moved away from the bed and hurried over to the window which overlooked the front of the house; there was a car parked in the driveway - a car that he didn’t recognise. A man suddenly stepped back into view - his eyes looking straight up to the window Peter was standing in. Peter ducked down with his heart in the back of his mouth. A second went by and there was another loud knock on the door.
 
    
 
   “I know you’re in there!” the stranger shouted through the letter box. “Come on! I tried calling as you asked me to but you didn’t answer...Hello?” He started banging on the door again. Peter stayed with his naked back against the wall unsure as to what to do. Another loud banging at the door hinted that the man wouldn’t be turning around and leaving any time soon. “This is bullshit!” he called through the letter box again. Peter didn’t react. He knew that the man would have to leave eventually as there would be nothing else he could do. The man would just give up and go - no doubt in a bad mood as he hadn’t managed to get his end away as he must have planned with Fiona before she killed herself. It wouldn’t hurt that he’d leave in a bad mood either as it meant he wouldn’t hurry back. More to the point, there was a strong chance he’d tell his friends about the whore who had stood him up. If he did that - well - it would just mean they wouldn’t come on by again either. Another bang on the door. 
 
    
 
   “Please leave me alone, please leave me alone, please leave me alone,” Peter started to whisper to himself. He covered his ears with his hands to help make the bad man go away. “Please leave me alone, please leave me alone...” And then he heard it - the muffled sound of a car engine spitting into life. Slowly Peter turned to look out of the window. He could see the man reversing his car out of the long stony driveway. He breathed an audible sigh of relief.
 
    
 
   “Now - where were we?” Fiona asked. Peter turned back to his mum. She was sitting on the edge of the bed with one foot on the floor and one up on the bed giving Peter a perfect view of what was on offer.
 
    
 
   He closed his eyes, “Please leave me alone! Please leave me alone!”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Peter was standing in the garden. It was raining but it didn’t seem to bother him. Nor did the fact that water was getting into the kitchen, via the door he had left open. He was staring across the garden towards the row of trees in the distance. If anyone were to come by now and see him, standing there in the pissing rain, they’d think that he was watching the trees swaying in the late afternoon’s gust of wind. But he wasn’t. He was watching the birds sitting in the branches and wishing he were one of them. A small animal, without a care in the world, which could just spread its wings and fly off never to be seen again; capable of setting up a new home wherever it landed. Life would have been so much easier for him. He knew it was impossible but - even so - for the time he permitted himself to daydream it was nice. Especially considering he knew he’d have to go back into the house again soon when the last of the sun disappeared.
 
    
 
   He had felt lost, in his mind, long before the events of the day had unfolded but now he felt more so. Part of him was glad she was dead. Part of him was upset. The fact that it was the bigger part of him that was grateful concerned him. Fiona was his mother. He felt as though he should have been more upset. He felt as though he should have cried. He should be shouting for her to come back but he wasn’t. He worried that, with everything she had put him through, she had started to turn him into what she had been. He shook his head. “No. I’m not a monster,” he told himself. The sound of his own voice snapped him back to reality. He realised how wet he was getting and stepped back into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. He didn’t move from that spot though. Not straight away. He was completely lost as to what to do next. Was he supposed to phone someone to tell them what happened? He felt like he couldn’t. Any phone calls to the authorities would just land him in trouble - especially if they were to find out about his father. The man he killed. They wouldn’t have cared why he did it. They would have just been concerned with the fact he had killed someone. They probably would have even blamed him for the death of Fiona. Maybe even ignoring the fact he’d tell them she did it herself? They could pin everything on him. “But that’s not fair,” he said. Again, the sound of his voice, in the still of the day, surprised him.
 
    
 
   “Life isn’t fair,” Fiona had once told him. “If it was - things like this wouldn’t keep happening,” she had continued - and at that point she had returned to doing whatever cruel act she was enjoying at the time of her little saying. 
 
    
 
   Peter looked over at the cupboards. A quick look inside showed there was at least food in the house. A look in the double garage, attached to the kitchen via a door, showed that the freezer was full of the microwave meals that he liked. A moment of brief happiness shattered when he realised that it was only the top layer which were the good ones - the Birds Eye turkey meals, the subsequent meals underneath the top boxes being the supermarket’s own cheaper brand. It didn’t matter, he told himself. Food was food. A thought jumped into his mind that maybe turning the punter away earlier, by ignoring him banging on the door, was a mistake. He could have taken him in - forced himself to endure the appointment and taken the money. A silly thought. He couldn’t be sure that the man had come for him. He could have been a regular john who wanted to spend time with Fiona.
 
    
 
   “Fuck me, Peter. Please. I need you inside me,” her voice travelled down the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Shut up,” he hissed as he stepped back into the kitchen, closing the garage door behind him. If the man - who came by earlier - hadn’t wanted to see Peter, he could have reported him to the authorities. Told the powers that be that a young boy is offering sexual services to strange men in return for money. Unlikely, as it would have landed him in trouble too. “He could have done it anonymously,” said Peter - answering his own internal conversation out loud. He shook his head. The first sign of madness is talking to yourself. The second sign is when you answer back.
 
    
 
   He suddenly remembered his mum’s words to him, in the bathroom: “Look in my bedroom cupboard,” she had told him. He suddenly perked up - maybe there was some money in there, hidden away? Maybe she knew what she was planning to do with the scissors and had been stashing some notes away - perhaps enough for Peter to start a new life somewhere. Maybe she was just waiting for him to come of age where he’d be okay looking after himself - and she decided that fifteen was the right time for him to stand on his own two feet? He suddenly ran up the stairs of the old house and into his mother’s bedroom. He ignored her corpse beckoning him over and went straight to the cupboard where he had earlier pulled the red dress from...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Letter from Hell
 
    
 
   Above the line of clothes, hanging neatly on a metal rail, was a wooden shelf. Peter was able to reach it by standing on tiptoes and - more importantly - able to reach the various items found on it. There was a beige file filled with sheets of handwritten paper, held together by a piece of string. There was a shoe box filled with - at a glance - photographs which would need a closer inspection. There was even a large stash of money. Ten and twenty pound notes all bundled together in no particular order which brought a genuine smile to his face. But the item which piqued his curiosity more than any of the other items was on the top of the pile: a letter addressed to him - Michael.
 
    
 
   Peter pulled everything down from the shelf a bit at a time  and placed it on the floor next to the bed where his mother was sitting up, watching him intently with an almost apologetic look upon her face.
 
    
 
   “What is this?” he asked Fiona - referring, of course, to the letter.
 
    
 
   “Open it,” she didn’t tell him. 
 
    
 
   Peter went to tear the top of the envelope off but stopped. Not yet. He wasn’t ready to read the words she had spilled for him. Later. Maybe. He set it to one side and looked at the file. It didn’t take long to undo the binding which held it all together. Various bank statements within the pages all made out to the same name - Peter Jenkins. He didn’t know who this Peter was - and why his mum had his bank statements - but he could see he had a good savings record. Multiple amounts put in and only the odd withdrawal. Peter set the papers to one side. Next up was the shoe box. It wasn’t the first time he had seen this little box. A few times he had walked in on his mother going through the box as though in her own little world. Whenever she saw him watching her, she’d always react in the same way - she’d put the lid on, shout at him, and try her best to hide what she was doing. Peter never questioned her. He didn’t dare. He took the lid off again to reveal the photographs within.
 
    
 
   Peter wasn’t sure what to expect from the many photographs. As far as he could remember, his mother had never taken a photograph of him. He started to thumb through them - different pictures. The first being of a strange man and what appeared to be a younger picture of Fiona. They were standing together. The man behind the woman with his arms wrapped around her. The sea in the background. Sun in the air. Other people in the picture too but they were seemingly oblivious to the photograph being taken. On the back, written in faded pen were the words ‘Bryan and Fiona - beach’. Peter put the picture down and picked up another. The same man - this time cuddling a baby. It looked as though it were taken in a hospital. The words on the back - same handwriting as the previous picture - ‘Daddy and Jessica’. More pictures of the man cuddling the baby. A few pictures of a strange lady, tucked up in what appeared to be a hospital bed, with a baby in her arms. Same baby in other photos - she appeared to be in a crib. Next to the woman in the bed - standing either side of her - were a younger looking Fiona and the same man from the beach photograph. The woman looked tired but both Fiona and Bryan were grinning. On the back of the photo the words were faded. Something about a surrogate mother but nothing else could be made out. One funny picture of the man asleep on a settee - similar to the one downstairs - with the baby asleep on his chest looking small and fragile. Both of them at peace. Peter threw the pictures back into the box and shoved it to one side. He recognised Fiona in some of the pictures - it was hard not to - but he didn’t understand what she was doing with this man and this other child. More to the point, he didn’t understand why there weren’t any pictures of his mother holding onto him. There hadn’t always been the troubles between them. He was sure - if he thought back hard enough - he could remember some good times too. Why weren’t they worthy of a picture or two?
 
    
 
   He picked the money up and flicked through the thick wad. Easily a couple of thousand there. Not enough to live off, for sure, but certainly enough to get some food into the house when he ran out. Not that he knew the best way of going about that. The shops were a fair distance away and he obviously wasn’t old enough to drive, not that that would have bothered him if he knew how to drive. After all, if he had the knowledge, he probably wouldn’t have considered the legal side of things and would have just pressed ahead with giving it an attempt regardless.
 
    
 
   “There’s a farm a few miles away,” Fiona didn’t say from where she was laid on the bed. “There’s a leaflet downstairs that they posted through the letterbox. They deliver lots of different things to your house - at a price. Eggs, bread, milk, meats. Certainly enough to get by on...” Peter recollected the leaflet. He had seen it in the hallway, next to where the telephone was. It must have been there still for it to be fresh in his mind. Even if it wasn’t there - he knew he could look in the Yellow Pages booklet, hidden in the lounge, to track down the farm and arrange some kind of delivery for his food. They’d come around and ask for his mother, he’d tell them that she wasn’t in and would then offer the money to them. It would work. Certainly less risky than trying to drive anywhere, and a better option than starving to death. He nodded to himself. It sounded like a plan. 
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” he said. He spotted a blue book underneath where he had pulled the money from. He opened it up. Some kind of paying in book in the name of Peter Jenkins. He looked back to the various statements in the file he had opened earlier. The figures all seemed to match up.
 
    
 
   “You can make withdrawals,” Fiona didn’t say. “Get a taxi into town - the money in that account...It should keep you going for some time,” she said. “Certainly a couple of years - long enough for you to get yourself a job to bring in your own money.” He put the book to one side and looked at the corpse of his mother. She hadn’t moved. She hadn’t spoken. He knew she hadn’t. The voice he was hearing - just a figment of his imagination. A useful figment of his imagination.
 
    
 
   The rest of the shoebox seemed to be filled with nothing much. There was a small silver necklace which had no meaning for Peter. There was a man’s wrist watch which - again - had no meaning for Peter. He simply pushed them to one side as though they were junk. The only thing left was the letter. He picked it up and looked at his mother. She was sitting on the side of the bed. She patted the mattress next to where she was sitting - a gesture inviting Peter to come and join her. He surprised himself when he did so.
 
    
 
   “Read it,” she didn’t urge him.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   My Dearest Michael,
 
    
 
   I have written this letter many times now - each time tearing it up out of frustration. My inability to find the right words to say what needs to be said. I suppose I should start with an apology. For everything. The way I have treated you these past few months and what I have put you through. I do not know why I do the bad things that I do. They just happen and - when they do - I feel as though I can’t control myself. My actions are not my own. I know this is not an excuse, I am not pretending that it is; I just want you to know that I never meant it. Any of it. You may blame yourself for the way I am. I know I put the seed in your mind on enough occasions - making you feel as though I was punishing you for your actions. That’s not the case though. It isn’t your fault. It is my fault. And the fault of my husband.
 
    
 
   The man you stabbed was not your father. Just as I am not your mother.
 
    
 
   Peter froze. He re-read the last sentence on the off chance he made a mistake.
 
    
 
   Just as I am not your mother.
 
    
 
   His heart skipped a beat. He continued - unsure as to where the letter was taking him.
 
    
 
   “So who are you?”
 
    
 
   “I’m your grandma,” she said.
 
    
 
   “And the man I hurt?”
 
    
 
   “He was a bad man. A client.”
 
    
 
   Peter’s heart sank. All these years he had been holding onto the guilt of believing he had killed his own father when, in actual fact, he had just killed one of them. One of the dirty perverts who had been snuck into his house on various occasions. He should have known better, thinking back to it. It didn’t make sense that the man was his dad. He remembered questioning it once - where had the man been all this time? - but his mother, no his grandma, told him they weren’t allowed to talk about it because they never knew if anyone was listening in. As the days and months went by he just buried it deep within himself. 
 
    
 
   Your mother’s name was Jessica. My adopted daughter. Your father’s name was Darren.
 
    
 
   It was all too much for Peter to take in and he felt himself well up. No tears fell though. Not because he didn’t want to cry or because he stopped himself from doing so - they just didn’t come.
 
    
 
   “My husband - your grandpa - he started a chain reaction of events which led you to live with me,” the ghost of Fiona continued. The way she spoke - it made everything sound so matter of fact. The words she was speaking so calm and thought out that it was hard for the reader, or listener, to think of the story as horrible as it actually was. “Your mum was pregnant with you but her boyfriend, Darren - your father - came to the conclusion with her that they didn’t want you. They wanted to get rid of you before you were born...”
 
    
 
   “I wish they had.”
 
    
 
   Fiona’s ghost continued whispering in his ear, “Your grandpa and I - we wanted another child but we weren’t able to. Once when I did get pregnant, I lost the baby and from there on it it was impossible for another. Your grandpa took Jessica - our daughter - and locked her up in the basement. Wouldn’t let her out until she had given birth to you. He knew it was a mistake, you see - her wish to have you terminated. He knew she’d regret it as soon as she’d done it and he didn’t want her to live through that. He thought it best to keep her there and then take the baby from her, if that was what she still wanted, and raise it as our own...You have to understand we lost everything. We had to give up our home...Our friends...Everything. You cost us everything but it was a price we were willing to pay...”
 
    
 
   “It’s my fault...”
 
    
 
   It is not your fault. We would pay the price again and again - even knowing the outcome. You are precious to me. To your real mother and father, the letter detailed.
 
    
 
   “So where are they? Why did I have to stay here with you? They let all this happen to me? The things that you made me do...”
 
    
 
   “Your grandpa’s plan didn’t go accordingly. Things went wrong. Lives were lost. Your mother, your father - my husband. They all paid the ultimate price to ensure you were born into the world,” the ghost continued.
 
    
 
   Peter went back a few sentences.
 
    
 
   It is not your fault. We would pay the price again and again - even knowing the outcome. You are precious to me. To your real mother and father.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to tell you on so many occasions. I wanted to come clean - both for my benefit and yours. I was desperate to. I couldn’t though. I knew you’d hate me and I couldn’t bear the thought of that...” she continued.
 
    
 
   If you’re reading this now - then I guess you already hate me, said the letter.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know you,” said Peter. Words not meant to harm but rather explain how he exactly felt about her. He didn’t know her. The woman he thought he knew and, once upon a time, thought he loved was nothing more than a lie. How could he hate what he didn’t know or understand? If anything, the letter just made him feel more lost and alone than he had already felt before any of this had happened to him. At least, on some level, he could understand why she found it so hard to be cruel to him. This woman - who raised him as her own - lost everything for him. Once upon a time she was part of something he yearned to be a part of - a loving family. When he came along she lost that forever. The letter said it wasn’t his fault but it was. At a very basic level it was entirely his fault.
 
    
 
   “Your name is Peter.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “You were going out and meeting people. I had to use a fake name, myself. My name is Fiona Jenkins.” Peter suddenly remembered all of the post which had been delivered to their house in - what he thought to be - error. All of it was made out to Fiona Jenkins. All of it was delivered exactly where it should have been. He shook his head in disbelief. Everything was a lie. The life he led, and hated, and even their names. “I couldn’t have people track us back or start asking questions,” Fiona continued, “or they may have found out what happened to everyone. You would have been taken away from me. I would have been sent to prison...”
 
    
 
   “I wish they had taken me away from you. I was never yours. And you deserved to be in prison.”
 
    
 
   “I lost too much to let you go. I loved you too much to give you up.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t even know my real name,” he muttered.
 
    
 
   Your name is Peter.
 
    
 
   A single tear rolled from his left eye.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My name is Peter 
 
    
 
   The letter ended with another apology and another short sentence stating that he shouldn’t blame himself for anything but he couldn’t help but do so. Had he not been born - had his mother got her wish to abort him - Fiona would still be living with her daughter and her husband. A happy family unit. None of what had happened since would have taken place. No one would have died or been scarred for life.
 
    
 
   The letter didn’t state what had happened to his grandpa, or even his real mother and father. It answered some questions but left more burning questions unanswered and - with his mother lying there rotting before his eyes - he knew he’d never get the answers he was looking for and felt he deserved.
 
    
 
   He ripped the letter up into small pieces and threw it across the room. He didn’t feel sad at what he had learned. He just felt a rage burning from deep within. He screamed out and charged towards the wall, punching it hard with a closed fist which smashed through the plaster. He screamed again as he pulled his fist from the new hole. Another scream as he punched another hole slightly to the side of the previous. Blood on his knuckles. A scream. He turned to the corpse of Fiona.
 
    
 
   “I hate you!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “I hate you! I hate youI I hate you! You did this to me. You made me like this...” He crossed the room - over to the bed - in a couple of steps and hit her body in the stomach. Other than a slight tilt of her head, she barely moved. Before he knew what he was doing, he was lying on top of her screaming in her face. “I FUCKING HATE YOU!” Pressed against the coolness of her dress, he felt himself harden despite his anger. A mixed feeling of pleasure as - every time he screamed at her - he felt himself press against her groin.
 
    
 
   “You want to slide it in me, don’t you?” Fiona purred. “Do it! Fuck me!” she didn’t continue. Peter screamed again and closed his eyes. When he opened them again Fiona lunged forward and kissed him - her tongue sliding into his mouth seductively. To those looking on from the outside, they’d see her body lying motionless. They’d see Peter thrusting himself against her groin, his hands cupping her arse - lifting it slightly from the bed - and his tongue in her cold, dead mouth. “Put it in me!” Fiona didn’t beg. In Peter’s eyes, she spat on her hand before wiping it on his erect penis. He sighed at the feeling of it. From an outsider’s point of view, it was Peter who spat into his own hand before wiping it on himself. A bit of fumbling - due to it being his first time taking control - and he slowly forced himself into her dry vagina. Despite the friction, he sighed with pleasure. As did Fiona, in his eyes.
 
    
 
   Peter continued to scream at her whilst pushing himself in and pulling himself back out again. “I hate you! I hate you!” he kept on again and again. The bed squeaking just as he had heard it squeak when she was with her clients. She was laughing at him. Her hands around his own buttocks, giving them a squeeze and pulling him deeper inside of her. 
 
    
 
   “Kiss me,” she demanded. Or so he thought. They kissed again. She started to control his  hip movements, rocking him by holding onto his arse. Faster, harder. She was laughing. He was sweating. Her legs wrapped tightly around him. To an outsider, her legs were opened slightly and motionless other than a gentle rocking caused by Peter’s fast motions between them and her arms were sprawled out either side of her body. Her head tilted to the side, until he used a hand to position it so it was looking upwards to him, once more, so that he could kiss her again. The body beneath him was not a relative. Nor was it a monster. It was merely a vessel for his frustrations, his anger...A showcase for the red dress. “Cum for me,” she purred inside of his head. “I want to feel you cum in me.” He suddenly screamed as he pictured her sitting on his bed, reading a book to him just as she used to before their lives took that sinister turn. He pictured her blowing on the food that was on the end of his fork - too hot for him to eat straight away. Mental images playing back of her being the caring person he had always longed for. The perfect mother figure. Short lived images replaced by ones of her putting his cock in her mouth at the perverted request of a client who’d be sitting on the bed frantically masturbating. “Cum in me!” her voice echoed in his head. He screamed and pulled out of her just as he hit the point of ejaculation - a hot string of semen splashing across her leg and the dress as he fell off  the bed and onto the hard floor.
 
    
 
   “No!” he yelled. “I’m not a monster! I’m not a monster!” Immediately he broke down into tears of confusion, frustration, sorrow and rage. So many emotions bubbling through his young mind pulling him in more directions than he could count. He suddenly stopped crying - just as suddenly as when he had started. The sorrow, pain and anger in his face all but disappeared as though it were never really there. His eyes darkened. A change so sudden, in appearance, that you could be fooled into thinking someone had pulled a lever in his brain which acted as a shut off valve. He stared at the body. “Michael’s the monster!” he said quietly as though he had just realised something. He walked back over to the corpse of Fiona. “Michael was the monster,” he told her.
 
    
 
   “You’re Michael,” she pointed out.
 
    
 
   Peter shook his head. “No. Michael is dead.”
 
    
 
   “Then who are you?”
 
    
 
   “I’m Peter,” he said. “Peter. Not Michael. Michael died. You killed him. I’m Peter. You didn’t hurt Peter. And you can’t hurt him. I’m Peter. I’m not a monster. My name is Peter.” He closed his eyes and repeated it again, “My name is Peter.” By the time he opened his eyes again, Fiona was lying where she had always been lying - on the bed with her heart still in her chest. He no longer heard her voice taunting him. He no longer heard her asking him to fuck her as though he was one of her many male visitors. He heard nothing. The house was still. Silent. Peaceful.
 
    
 
   “My name is Peter.”
 
    
 
   END OF PART TWO
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
   Peter
 
    
 
   I turned away from the woman. I was ashamed of what Michael had done to her. Not that I blamed him for his actions. They weren’t his fault. He did what he did because of her - solely because of her. What she made him go through these last few years. No one could come away from that unscathed. Not he and certainly not I. The shame I felt for his actions, though, wasn’t the only reason I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t help but think what he must have been going through when she was forcing him to do what was asked of the pair of them. Some people may regard Michael as a monster but she was the true monster of the family. She was The Beast. He was merely the broken victim. It’s a good job they can count on me though. I’ll tidy up their mess. I’ll pick up the pieces and make everything go away. Stay hidden from the outside world for as long as possible. 
 
    
 
   I pulled the stained duvet from underneath Fiona’s body, being careful not to use so much force that I’d send her flying from the bed and onto the floor. I draped it over the corpse.  Shame to cover the dress up but, what with Michael’s semen and her dead flesh stinking it up, kind of think it’s tainted now. Better now the duvet is over her. Out of sight. Out of mind. Sort of. Can still smell her. Her dead scent mixed with the sweet stink of sex. A weird combination. How Michael could even get excited enough around her to get a hard on in the first place is beyond me. 
 
    
 
   The boy was a freak. 
 
    
 
   I sighed a heavy sigh. 
 
    
 
   Guess I’ll have to check the garage to see what’s in there that I can use to dig a hole with in the garden for her. Michael was never allowed in the garage. He went in there once but - since then - he couldn’t remember whether there was anything there or not that would be classed as a shovel. Maybe I don’t need a shovel though? I could do as Michael did and just kick her into the bushes at the back of the garden - next to where the tall trees grow? I shook my head. A bit distasteful, I suppose.
 
    
 
   Mental note to self: retrieve the bird Michael killed and give it a proper burial along with his ma...
 
    
 
   Or grandma...
 
    
 
   Whatever the hell she was. 
 
    
 
   Hard to keep up - what with her slapdash confessional and his confused state of mind attempting to fill in the blanks for me whilst boning whatever she was to him. No. Stop it. Can’t be too hard on the lad. The boy done good to stay as fresh in the mind for as long as he did. Especially when all he wanted was to be loved. Not the kind of love from a psychopath but, I mean, the real love that he read about in his books. Whether or not it exists - who knows? Maybe this was as good as it gets for someone like him? I don’t know. I hope not. I have to say - with what he told me about true love - I kind of like the idea of it. I like the idea of being with someone who loves you one hundred percent. You’re their rock and they are your rock. Live together. Die together. Who knows - maybe the crazy old bat was right with what she attempted to do? Lock him in a room until he fell in love with her. Sounds like a plan. Although, I have to say, it probably would have worked better had she not invited others into their relationship.
 
    
 
   Had it just been the two of them with no one else to get in the way of the relationship they were looking for, maybe one day Michael would have loved her as much as she had originally hoped?
 
    
 
   I sat myself on the end of the bed, careful not to catch the dead woman’s foot. My brain couldn’t seem to drop the idea of being in love with someone and - more importantly - being loved by someone just as much as you love them. 
 
    
 
   I like that idea. 
 
    
 
   No. 
 
    
 
   I want that idea. 
 
    
 
   I want it to be a reality. 
 
    
 
   I want that for me. 
 
    
 
   Love. 
 
    
 
   Unconditional love.
 
    
 
   I want the happy family living under one roof. The loving partner. The happy environment. If it can happen in fairy tales, I don’t see why it can’t happen in real life. I want it and I’m going to take it. I’m going to tidy this mess up. I’m going to fix this place up. Continue my reading. Continue my learning. Here. In this house. For as long as I need to so I can know as much as possible to impress my new love. I’m going to find me a lady. My princess. Someone to love. I’m going to find them and I’m going to take them.
 
    
 
   I’m going to get my Happy Ever After...
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   Keep reading for a bonus short story!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Originally this short story was written for inclusion in The Peter Chronicles - a book filled with everything from the world of Peter Jenkins.
 
    
 
   Due to the content of what is included within the story it is best enjoyed if you’ve already read the stories in The Peter Chronicles. If you’re new to the world of Peter Jenkins and reading them out of order then the following short story may be not be enjoyed as much as it could be.
 
    
 
   To make things easy - I have highlighted the books which have a direct reference within this story.
 
    
 
   The Peter Chronicles:
 
    
 
   9 Months Trilogy 
 
   Happy Ever After
 
   G.S.O.H Essential
 
   A Fresh Start
 
   PETER
 
   All Good Things
 
   Once Upon a Time
 
    
 
   Please remember - this short story was never meant to be sold. I have simply included it here as bonus content for you to enjoy!


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   T H E    H O U S E
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Some people believe that a house retains the memories of those who once lived within its walls. But what if it’s more than just memories which stay behind?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
    
 
   The key turned in the lock which, in turn, clicked across allowing the door to be opened with a satisfying creak. A creaking door was an easy and relatively cheap fix but the new owner liked it because he believed it added atmosphere. A ‘creepy-vibe’ he called it when he had been questioned about it - long ago. He had gone on to explain that that was what many of the guests - ghost hunters he called them - were after so it would be stupid to change it. The door banged against the wall and a young girl, a pretty face with long dark hair, stepped into the hallway with a carrier bag - weighed down with Birdseye meals - in each of her straining hands. Her face was beaming a brilliant white smile, framed with a lipstick of light pink which worked nicely with her complexion.
 
    
 
   “Oh my God! You guys! You need to see this,” she called back to her friends who were fetching bits from their car which was parked on the stony driveway. “It’s awesome!” she said. Her late-teen voice filled with excitement. She dropped the bags down by the door and hurried down the hallway towards the kitchen; a large room with four doors. One led to the decent sized garden which stretched right up to the woodlands, one to the double-sized garage, one - which she had come through - took you to the hallway and the last, the main one that people wanted to see, led the way down to the dark and dingy cellar. She couldn’t help but smile when she spotted the doorway. “That’s where it started!” she called out to her friends who were just about struggling through the front door with yet more shopping.
 
    
 
   “No - that’s cool - you make yourself at home,” said the first of her friends to come through the door. A young lad named Brad. Dark hair, like his female friend whose name was Stacey, but a far spottier complexion - as though acne had hit him in the later stages of his teenage years. “Don’t mind us,” he continued. He dropped the bag onto the floor. “Fuck...Seriously - did you guys leave the heavy bag for me on purpose or what?!”
 
    
 
   “Oh my God - you have to come and see this...Quick!” Stacey waved him towards the kitchen where she was standing - having ventured a little further into the room. Despite only moaning to Stacey moments earlier, Brad did the same as her and left the others to bring the shopping in by themselves. “Check it out!” she said as he walked into the room where she was flapping her arms around excitedly. “Look!” She pointed to the floor, in the centre of the room. It was stained. As though something had leaked onto the floor and not been cleaned up properly. “Do you think that’s where he died? The website said at least two people died in this room. Both of them stabbed with a kitchen knife. Do you think that’s where the blood pooled from the victim?”
 
    
 
   “Has anyone ever told you you’re not right in the head?” said Brad.
 
    
 
   “None of you are,” came another female voice from the front doorway of the old country home. “I can’t believe you actually brought me here. What’s wrong with a normal cottage in the countryside? Or - even - a hotel? A hotel with a jacuzzi. Maybe in London? Somewhere posh?” Sophie. It would be fair to say - of the group - she didn’t share the same enthusiasm for crime scenes as did her friends. A point made even more clear when she got angry at them when she found out they had booked the weekend in what was labeled ‘The Murder House’ without her saying she actually wanted to go.
 
    
 
   “Oh come on, it’ll be a laugh. Anyway you keep telling us you don’t believe in ghosts and such like so just enjoy the house for what it is...A nice house in the country,” Brad called over to her.
 
    
 
   The last of the group - another teenage lad named Dean - walked in with the last few bags of shopping. He kicked the door closed behind him and dropped the bags in the hallway just as the others had. He pushed past Sophie and joined the other two in the kitchen. “Sophie doesn’t believe in ghosts? So...She can be the first to stay in the cellar with the lights off then, yeah?”
 
    
 
   “Thanks but no thanks,” said Sophie. She reluctantly joined the rest of her friends in the kitchen. “I don’t believe in ghosts but I do believe in spiders and I believe there’ll be loads down there.” She noticed the stain on the flooring, “This place is a mess. I can’t believe how much you paid to stay here. You’re idiots.”
 
    
 
   “You’re staying with us so technically you’re an idiot too,” Brad - ever the smart ass - pointed out.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t get much choice, did I?” Sophie shot him a look. She turned to Dean, “Which room is ours then?” she asked him as she moved in for a cuddle.
 
    
 
   “We want his room!” Stacey yelled. She was referring to the man who had lived in the house before the current owner bought it off the bank for a reduced rate. The funny thing about the house, which had been part of a major crime scene, was that no one wanted to purchase it and yet - as soon as it was sold - everyone wanted to stay a few nights there on the off chance they’d encounter spirits. Vengeful ghosts, be it the victims or the murderers themselves, haunting the various rooms of the decaying building. She didn’t wait for the other couple to state whether her choice was acceptable to them - she simply ran past them, down the hallway and up the stairs. Brad looked at Dean and Sophie, shrugged, and followed his girlfriend leaving them in the room by themselves.
 
    
 
   Dean turned to Sophie and pulled her in close for a cuddle, “Come on - aren’t you even a little excited?” he asked her. She was still sulking with him. They’d been dating for a couple of years now, having met in their first year of college and instantly hitting it off, and she thought they were in the happy place of their relationship whereby they talked things through as a couple before either of them did anything foolish. She perceived spending a couple of hundred pounds - of the money they’d jointly saved for a holiday together - on a stay in a supposed haunted house as being foolish.
 
    
 
   “Did you notice the bricks in the hallway?” she asked. She didn’t wait for him to answer, “Am I the only one who can smell that...Whatever that is...Funky fucking stink?” she continued. “And the fact they couldn’t even clean the kitchen floor before we got here...You’re really asking if I’m excited?” she finished. 
 
    
 
   “Come on - it’ll be a laugh.”
 
    
 
   “Bricks in the hallway? Will you still be laughing when this place falls down around us?”
 
    
 
   “The bricks in the hallway were probably part of where the guy blocked them into the house - they’re probably not even the real bricks. They’re probably just put there for dramatic purposes by the guy who owns it all now...” said Brad. He was unaware but he had completely hit the nail on the head. The man who purchased the property didn’t believe in ghosts and ghouls - monsters of the night - but he knew that there were plenty of people who did buy into that kind of crap. When he heard the house was going to be auctioned off by the bank who had taken ownership when the previous owner died,  he had stepped in and bought it cheap. He knew it wouldn’t be long before people were asking to come round and stay there and his thoughts were confirmed when his webpage inviting people over for the opportunity, suddenly started going crazy with bookings. Immediately he went round, with crime scene photographs and stories of the horrors which took part in the house, and started to turn the house into an authentic ‘murder house’. He stained the flooring in the kitchen, he put loose bricks around the hallway and - well - he put in a few other secrets for the guests to stumble across to make their stay more exciting. “Come on,” said Dean, “it’s just a bit of fun. I promise I’ll take you somewhere nicer on my next pay...”
 
    
 
   Sophie was about to hold him to that by making him promise but a scream, from upstairs, broke into their strained conversation. Stacey.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Stacey’s initial fright had turned to laughter. Brad was standing with her in the doorway to the spare room of the house. He too was laughing. Neither of them were laughing at what was waiting for them in the room though. They were laughing at Stacey’s reaction to what she was confronted with when she opened the old door (complete with its atmospheric creak). There, on the bed in the centre of the room, was a mannequin of a girl rigged to a pulley system that was attached to the door. The door opens, the model sits up.
 
    
 
   “You were fooled by that?” Brad laughed. “Aw man, I really wish I had filmed that...Close it again before the others come up and...”
 
    
 
   “What’s the screaming about?” Dean called up the stairs. He didn’t wait for an answer before dragging Sophie up to see what the fuss was about. From close to the top of the stairs, he spotted what the two of them were laughing about, “What the hell is that?”
 
    
 
   Together they all walked into the bedroom. The poorly made mannequin of a girl (top half of a girl anyway) was wearing a cheap wig. Her face, made from plaster, looked as though it had been made up by a five year old and her paintbrush; heavy eyeliner, thick bright red lipstick. Her arms - which looked as though they were made from stockings filled with bumpy socks with gloves on the end for hands - were poking out from the red PVC dress that she was wearing. Her hands were cuffed to the headboard.
 
    
 
   “Check it out,” said Stacey. She opened and closed the door again - working the rig to make the body sit up and back down again. “Seriously - scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    
 
   Brad turned to Dean, “You should have seen her face - priceless, man...” Dean couldn’t help but laugh - spurred on a little by Brad’s own infectious laughter.
 
    
 
   “The amount they charge to stay here - surely they could have done something a little better than this though?” said Sophie who clutched at the opportunity to moan about something else. “It doesn’t even look good...”
 
    
 
   “Nice dress though,” Dean pointed out - a wink to the one who’d get the reference he was making.
 
    
 
   “What the hell is this anyway?” Sophie continued, either oblivious to Dean’s remark or ignoring it.
 
    
 
   “Apparently - they say that he kept a woman up here. Vanessa I think her name was. They said that he asked her a question - over a meal of some microwave meal or other - he asked whether she could ever fall in love with him if it were just the two of them living together with no one else to get in the way and ruin their relationship...”
 
    
 
   “What a crock of shit,” Sophie continued.
 
    
 
   “The girls who said no - he ended up killing them. He put them in the garage to rot away. Some he ate, others...Well...He didn’t get a chance to do anything to them. But the one who said ‘yes’...He bricked the two of them in the house together with no way out.”
 
    
 
   “Well there must have been some way out because otherwise how would we be here today?” said Sophie. “Besides which - why would anyone say yes to him?”
 
    
 
   “Because she feared for her life? She may have thought she’d stand a better chance of surviving if she said yes as opposed to no. I know I’d have probably done the same thing...” Stacey explained.
 
    
 
   “But-”
 
    
 
   “Jesus, woman, can’t you just embrace it?” her boyfriend moaned. Although he wasn’t as much of a horror buff as Stacey and Brad - who seemed to be very much the perfect couple in that capacity - he did have a mild morbid fascination with death and true crime and this was just about scratching the surface of it for him. A bit of harmless fun away from the mundanity of ‘real life’. 
 
    
 
   “Oh - I’m so sorry, Stace...Please do continue,” said Sophie sarcastically.
 
    
 
   She pointed up to the ceiling where there was a broken CCTV camera drilled into the wall, “He kept watch of her via the camera. Did you notice the others as you came up the stairs? They’re all over the place. Apparently, the booklet said that, if she was good and behaved - and showed signs of loving him - she was allowed to roam free in the house. But - until that point - she was in here waiting for him to do as he pleased.”
 
    
 
   “And what’s the story with the dress?”
 
    
 
   “Sex appeal,” Brad chirped in. “They need to spice the story up with sex to ensure it sells. Sex sells.” He leaned in close to Stacey, “I think that dress might fit you - you think you can get it off the doll and sneak it into our room?” 
 
    
 
   Stacey shot him a look and then shrugged. “Probably,” she laughed. Sophie tutted.
 
    
 
   “Just thought of something, guys,” said Dean. The group looked at him. “If she is in that bed and this house only has two bedrooms...Where the fuck do we all sleep?”
 
    
 
   2.
 
    
 
   The spare bedroom only had the small single person bed in it and that was occupied by the cheap doll in the red dress. Standing in the other bedroom - the master bedroom - they could see that it had a large double bed in it, thankfully unmanned by shoddy looking stage props. There were a few other bits and pieces in the room which were there as a kind of shrine to the previous owner - put in by the new owner cashing in on the crimes and the sick minds of certain groups of people - but there was nothing in there which would get in the way of a good night’s sleep. At least that’s what the group thought. Had the group looked at the website with a little more care, though, they would have known what the bed situation was. One bed in the master room and the other bed down in the cellar of the house where the horrors began in the first place and where most ghost hunters preferred to stay as they - rightly or wrongly - believed that was where the majority of sightings, and disturbances, were experienced.
 
    
 
   “Not a chance,” said Sophie when she realised where the second bed was. Dean had pulled it up on the site’s webpage via his smartphone. “You two like your horror - you can stay down there and we’ll take the main bedroom...” she continued.
 
    
 
   “You want the room where the boy made love to his dead grandma?” asked Stacey. She had hoped her words would have put Sophie off that room too. Not because she was being cruel. She just didn’t fancy spending the night in the cellar either. Not the whole night at least. Five minutes would be enough. Less if Brad decided to play silly buggers and try and scare her more than she’d already be scared.
 
    
 
   “Let’s not panic...” Dean butted in. He knew Sophie and could tell by the expression on her face that she was about to kick off. He also knew that she was the sort of person who’d storm off in a huff if she didn’t get her own way - something he was keen to avoid because she was not only his girlfriend, and he’d feel duty bound to go after her, but because she was also the one with the car keys having kindly offered to bring the group to the house so that they could enjoy a drink or two.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t want to come here anyway,” she kicked off, “I don’t see why we should stay down in the cellar whilst they’re up here in the main bedroom...”
 
    
 
   “As I was saying,” Dean pushed her to one side, “we could always sleep in the other room - I’m sure the doll comes off the bed quite easily...”
 
    
 
   “It’s a single bed,” Sophie pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Then I’m sure I’ll be happy to kip on the floor so you can have the bed, my love,” he finished - his tone heavy with sarcasm. Sophie didn’t say anything. She knew that - whatever she said - he’d have an answer for it. “Come on - let’s go and take a look,” he said. He walked from the room without looking back to see if she had followed.
 
    
 
   Stacey turned to Brad when the other two left the room, “I did tell you two not to book it without talking to her first. You realise she’s going to be like this all weekend, right?”
 
    
 
   Brad smiled, “Ignore her. When she realises no one is paying her any attention - she’ll soon calm down.” He walked over to Stacey and hugged her close to him. He pressed  his erection against her, “Can you feel that?” he said. “That’s how much I love you...”
 
    
 
   “Is that it?” she said with a smile. “See, told you I loved you more!”
 
    
 
   “Harsh words! They cut me deep!” he laughed. He kissed her and suddenly pulled back.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   He looked over her shoulder towards the bed, “I was just thinking - they said that he fucked the dead girls from time to time...Do...Do you think it was in that bed? That’s kind of gross.”
 
    
 
   “Way to ruin the mood - nice one!”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   A few short tugs on the dummy’s pulley system and it was clear that it wasn’t going to come away from the bed - certainly not without breaking it. Sophie was watching Dean struggle with it with her arms folded across her chest. He didn’t need to look at her to know she wasn’t impressed with the situation they found themselves in. 
 
    
 
   “So just to reiterate - you booked us into a crime scene for a romantic weekend away and then, to make matters worse, you didn’t even check to see how many people could actually sleep here?”
 
    
 
   “It said it slept up to four people and it does. It just happens that one of the beds is down in the cellar....”
 
    
 
   “Forget it...”
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m not saying we stay down there but we can at least go and have a look, right? For all we know the new owner of the house has decorated it down there and made it really nice!”
 
    
 
   “I somehow doubt that.”
 
    
 
   So did Dean - not that he was stupid enough to voice his echoed opinion for fear of annoying Sophie even more than she was already annoyed. This was to be their first break away and already it was turning into a disaster. He genuinely believed that Sophie would have enjoyed it had they all stuck to the original plan and not told her what had happened in the house. Well - maybe not after they had stumbled across the doll which he was still struggling to separate from the bed. “Can’t hurt to look though, can it?” he said - trying not to lose his temper as the frustrations presented to him by the doll started to get the better of him.
 
    
 
   “Fine - whatever - come on then,” she turned from the room and walked out into the hallway where she waited for Dean to catch up with her. Immediately she heard the sound of bed springs coming from the main bedroom. “Great, that’s real great,” she said when she realised what she was hearing. 
 
    
 
   Dean stepped into the hallway and heard it too. He didn’t say anything; again, he wasn’t that stupid - but he couldn’t help but feel a little envious of the happy couple who were still enjoying the Honeymoon stage of their relationship. “Well, we’re definitely not sleeping in that bed now,” he said in an attempt to lighten the mood. Sophie wasn’t having any of it though - made clear by the pissed off look on her face. “The cellar then...” He pushed past her and headed down the stairs, Sophie close behind him.
 
    
 
   The cellar hadn’t been decorated for new people wishing to stay for the weekend. At least, not decorated how Sophie had wanted it to be with fresh paint on the walls, carpet and perhaps even an en-suite bathroom. There were real cobwebs as well as obviously fake ones all littering the walls and corners of the room. The bed - in the centre of the dingy room - had shackles attached to each end of the bed. The covers themselves were stained. A hint of yellow here and a hint of red there. 
 
    
 
   “This is a joke, isn’t it? We’re not really staying here. We’re going somewhere else - round the corner maybe? Somewhere with clean sheets at least?” She looked a little closer at the bed, “Is that blood?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure it’s not real. You saw the other rooms - the main bedroom had bits and pieces, the second bedroom had that thing in the bed...It’s all props. Like a museum.”
 
    
 
   “We’re not staying here!” she said as she stormed up the stairs, back into the kitchen.
 
    
 
   “Shit!” Dean muttered.
 
    
 
   3.
 
    
 
   The group was sitting in the dining room - each of them with a Birds Eye turkey meal in front of them. Again, Sophie was the least impressed although it would be fair to say that none of them were that thrilled with the meal choice.
 
    
 
   “And this is all he ate?” Sophie asked. “He should have been on the television show Freaky Eaters. I can’t eat it.” She pushed the plate away. “Was there anything else he ate? Steak perhaps?”
 
    
 
   Stacey piped up, “His victims.”
 
    
 
   “His victims? Jesus - this guy sounds like a right charmer.”
 
    
 
   Out of the blue - the sound of a microwave pinging, from the kitchen, silenced the room.
 
    
 
   “Fuck was that?” asked Brad. He turned to the door and paused a moment to see if there were any other noises. Nothing. He turned back to the others, “Anyone put anything else in the microwave?” One by one they shook their heads. He pushed himself away from the table and stood up before walking from the room, closely followed by the rest of the group all of whom were curious to see what had caused the noise. The kitchen was empty with no sign of anyone - other than the group - having been in there. Dean and the girls stayed by the kitchen door whilst Brad walked over to the microwave. He frowned and turned back to the rest of the group. “You see this?” He opened the microwave’s door and pulled a freshly cooked Birds Eye meal from within. “Who did this?” No one in the group spoke out.
 
    
 
   Dean was the first to notice that the kitchen was colder than the rooms they had just come from. A significant difference. “I know who did it,” he said. “Nice touch.”
 
    
 
   “Who?” asked Stacey.
 
    
 
   “Didn’t put that on the website, did they? I suppose it helps with business though.” Dean continued, “Can’t you feel how cold it is in here? Clearly someone else is here too - no doubt to fill our weekend with little touches like this - just to freak us out and get us telling our friends when we get home. Our friends who then decide to come and stay here too...Yeah - very clever...”
 
    
 
   “Dean - what the hell are you talking about?” snapped Sophie. She had already had enough of the house and, to her, this was the final touch.
 
    
 
   “The back door,” Dean walked over to it and pulled on the handle. The door opened. “Someone ran in here and did this to freak us out...Look around you - it’s not technical and it’s easy to keep track of where we are in the house because of all the CCTV cameras dotted around the place...We wanted to stay in a haunted house and that’s what the owner is giving us. Like I said - very clever.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sophie butted in, “but I didn’t sign up for any of this. This, to me, isn’t fun. I don’t want to be a part of it. If you lot want to stay here for the night, the weekend - whatever, you’re more than welcome but, not me, I want to go home. You just give me a ring when you want me to come and pick you up...” She turned and started walking down the hallway towards the front door. Dean ran after her.
 
    
 
   “Come on - it’s just a silly prank. We’re onto them, though, so nothing else will catch us out...”
 
    
 
   “No - I don’t want to stay here. Especially not in the cellar.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you were staying in the spare bedroom?” asked Brad.
 
    
 
   Dean shook his head, “The doll won’t come off the bed.”
 
    
 
   “Fine - you can have the main bedroom,” said Stacey in an effort to keep the peace. “We’ll take the cellar...Besides - it might be fun,” she shrugged towards Brad who didn’t seem to care either way.
 
    
 
   “Sorry if I’m not entirely enthusiastic about staying the night in a bed where we just heard you doing it,” Sophie said to Stacey over Dean’s shoulder. 
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about? We haven’t done anything since we’ve been here,” said Stacey - clearly irritated by Sophie’s ongoing temper tantrum.
 
    
 
   “To be fair,” said Dean, “we did kind of hear you guys. Not the quietest of beds, that one.”
 
    
 
   “Erm - I think I’d remember if we’d done anything like that! You left us to look at the doll thing and we started looking around a room which looks as though it used to be his office. It’s filled with old newspaper clippings of what happened here...” said Stacey.
 
    
 
   “Look - regardless - just...Don’t go. Please!” Dean begged Sophie. 
 
    
 
   “No - if she wants to go - let her go...We’ll probably have a better time without her moaning every minute of the day anyway!” hissed Stacey. She had been annoyed at Sophie’s behaviour since they arrived and the accusations about her and Brad were just the icing on the cake.
 
    
 
   “Fine, I’ll stay. But we’re sleeping upstairs,” said Sophie for no other reason than she wanted to annoy Stacey a little more.
 
    
 
   “What should we do about the owner?” Brad asked before any more silly little arguments started. “Clearly he’s going to keep trying little tricks like this - you think we should try and catch him at it?”
 
    
 
   Dean shrugged, “I just want to have a nice weekend - can’t we leave a message somewhere asking him just to pack it in?”
 
    
 
   “This was the reason we came here,” said Stacey, “we wanted to be scared and find ghosts and...I think it’s great. Just go along with it. It’s a bit of fun. We’re onto him now anyway so it’ll be harder to catch us out but - yeah - just leave it!”
 
    
 
   “If you wanted a nice weekend,” Sophie said, ignoring Stacey, “why didn’t you try booking us into a decent hotel instead of a horror house then?”
 
    
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Stacey snapped, “Are you going to be this fucking miserable for the whole weekend? Seriously?” 
 
    
 
   “If you don’t like it - go!” shouted Sophie.
 
    
 
   “You fucking go! You’re the one who hates it here!”
 
    
 
   The two lads got between the girls with Brad taking the lead, “Come on - let’s see what it’s like down in the cellar.” He put his arm around Stacey and walked her down the hallway towards the kitchen.
 
    
 
   “Fuck off!” Sophie called out from the hallway - desperate to get the last word in.
 
    
 
   “Just ignore her,” said Brad. “Come on - it’ll be fine.” He closed the kitchen door behind them to block out any more possibilities of shouting between the two girls.
 
    
 
   4.
 
    
 
   Stacey sat on one of the lower steps, which led to the cellar floor, with her head in her hands. She looked as though she was still stewing about her argument with Sophie. Brad was standing in the middle of the cellar looking at the state of the bed.
 
    
 
   “That’s disgusting,” he said. “You think someone didn’t change the sheets since the last murder here or are they supposed to look like that? Another little prop like the one in the spare bedroom?” Stacey didn’t answer him. “I suppose we can always put our sleeping bags on top of it - sleep in them...” He turned around and looked at Stacey. “You still stressing?”
 
    
 
   “She’s a fucking cunt!” said Stacey. Her language surprised Brad. He was used to her mouthing off occasionally when she didn’t get her own way but it had been a long time since he had heard her use the c-word - a clear sign of her internal fury.
 
    
 
   “Just forget about it,” said Brad. “It’ll all blow over soon enough and - in the meantime - we can stay down here...”
 
    
 
   “Stay down here? Hide away like we’re in the wrong? I don’t think so. Besides - what the hell would we do?” she hissed.
 
    
 
   “I can think of one or two things,” he said - a familiar smile on his face as dirty thoughts raced through his mind. “Add one or two of our own stains to the sheets?”
 
    
 
   “You’re so gross,” she couldn’t help but laugh - a smile which nearly cracked her face.
 
    
 
   Brad decided to change the subject, “What’s the story with the bed anyway? I don’t remember that from any of the reports?”
 
    
 
   Stacey stood up and walked over to it, “No one knows for sure but they think it was where he used to keep people before moving them to the spare bedroom. So much is unknown about his crimes because he was killed before anyone had a chance to question him. But look...” she picked up one of the restraints from the bed, “....clearly the owner is going along with the idea of this being the starting place for the man’s crimes!”
 
    
 
   “Kinky!” Brad smiled. “Look - the key is in that one...If you want we could give them a try out?”
 
    
 
   Stacey laughed again, “You’re such a pervert!”
 
    
 
   “Don’t pretend you aren’t interested!” he laughed.
 
    
 
   “Well - maybe a little bit...”
 
    
 
   “Look - I’m going to pop upstairs and check on the others and grab our sleeping bags. You want to wait here?” Brad asked, changing the subject. Stacey nodded. He leaned across to her - gave her a peck on the cheek and hurried up the stairs to fetch the sleeping bags.
 
    
 
   Stacey looked around the room. Her eyes settled on the restraints. A cheeky smile spread across her face. “Why the hell not?” she laughed. She picked up one of the restraints and gave it a quick test with the key. It locked and unlocked perfectly. Without any hesitation, and still laughing to herself, she stripped down to her underwear before climbing onto the bed - a naughty twinkle in her eye. “Jesus that’s cold,” she said as she clamped the first restraint around her ankle - closely followed by the second. Both of them clicking shut into place. Her left wrist was locked in easily enough but the right wrist was a little trickier to secure - due to the restraints not allowing for much movement. After a little fiddling, she managed to get it closed using her chin. She couldn’t help but laugh as she gave the restraints a test with a playful little writhe on the mattress. “Help me!” she playfully yelled. “Brad...Please...Help me...” The cellar door at the top of the stairs slammed shut. “Please...Let me go...Brad....Please don’t hurt me...” She waited for him to appear at the top of the stairs or - at the very least - for him to call down to her asking what the hell she was talking about. He didn’t say anything. “Brad?”  She knew he was there. She could hear breathing. “Brad? Come here....” her tone was a little less playful as thoughts of the owner creeping around the house, to scare them, clawed their way back into her mind. “Brad?”
 
    
 
   “Where’s my baby?” whispered a female voice.
 
    
 
   Stacey’s heart skipped a beat, “Who’s there?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Suddenly - from the shadows behind her - the ghostly image of a teenage woman stepped into the light. A strange look to her - part transparent and part solid. “Where’s my baby?” the young girl asked again. 
 
    
 
   Stacey screamed.
 
    
 
   The girl’s voice sounded distant and hollow as she whispered again, “They took my baby.” She walked over to the bed and sat on the edge of it. She turned to a petrified Stacey, “They took my baby,” she repeated again. The previous owner of the house was a young man named Peter. A young man who was desperate for love - so desperate, in fact, that he kidnapped women and took them back to his house where he’d lock them in; ever hopeful that once living with him, and only him, they’d fall in love with him. But this wasn’t one of Peter’s victims. This was one of his grandmother’s victims. One of the many undocumented and unknown deaths which had taken place within the walls of the old house. The ghost of Peter’s real mother - Jessica. Haunting the house - refusing to let go until she had her baby back. Completely unaware that her baby, Peter, was no longer a babe. Even unaware that he had not only grown up but had also been murdered within the very same house her tortured soul haunted. “They took my baby,” she said again.
 
    
 
   Stacey struggled against the restraints. “This isn’t funny,” she said. She noticed the girl’s throat was cut and struggled against the restraints even more. A prank from the new owner of the house or not, it was starting to freak her out. “You got me,” she said, “well done. Scared the shit out of me...Please just let me out of these...”
 
    
 
   “They took my baby,” Jessica said again.
 
    
 
   “Stop saying that!” Stacey shouted - she struggled, pointlessly, against the restraints again.
 
    
 
   “Can I have your baby?” Jessica asked. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not pregnant...”
 
    
 
   The ghostly figure nodded, “Yes you are...” Her eyes weren’t the cloudy blue colour that Stacey had first noticed anymore. They seemed darker and were getting darker by the second - black almost. “GIVE ME YOUR BABY!” she suddenly screamed. Stacey also screamed as the ghostly apparition pushed down onto Stacey’s stomach with its fingers outstretched - nails so sharp that they cut the flesh with ease...
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Brad listened at the main bedroom door. He wanted to go in and check on Sophie and Dean - make sure Sophie didn’t talk Dean into ditching them in the house to go in search of a nearby hotel. He wouldn’t have put it past them. He could hear them talking from within though and everything seemed calmer. He even thought he heard laughter.
 
    
 
   No sense rocking the boat, he thought. He turned away from the door and headed down the stairs, to go to the car to fetch the sleeping bags he had promised Stacey. He kept telling himself that everything would be better by the morning. Sophie and Stacey would be talking and they’d all be happy again. That’s the way it usually worked out when some of the group fought. There’d be a bad atmosphere for a few hours and then - later - everything would be peachy again. Same old, same old.
 
    
 
   If only he had opened the bedroom door, he’d have realised nothing would be the same again.
 
    
 
   5.
 
    
 
   Dean was lying on the bedroom floor unconscious having been thrown against the wall with such force by something he didn’t even have a chance to see. Sophie was on the bed - struggling under the weight of the same unseen force. Tears of fear, a hint of pain, rolling down her flustered cheeks.
 
    
 
   “Dean....Wake up....Please...” said Sophie - fighting for every word as the weight on top of her crushed the air from her lungs. Suddenly her legs parted - despite her trying her best to keep them from moving. “Dean!” she shouted. Her underwear slid down her legs - with ease - as though yanked by an invisible hand. She let out a tiny scream of shock as the full realisation of what was happening began to sink into her head. “DEAN!”
 
    
 
   On the floor, Dean stirred. Slowly he opened his eyes. Fuzzy eyesight slowly blurring into a clearer vision. “Sophie? What the fuck happened?” He looked at her. She was looking at him - fear still living in her eyes.
 
    
 
   “Something’s on me!” she said - her voice shaking. Suddenly her mouth clamped shut as though it were forced. She tried to resist but couldn’t. Dean climbed to his feet and made a move to Sophie’s side but stopped dead when she suddenly lifted off the bed. In mid-air she turned around as though being worked by invisible wire. She was facing Dean. Her bare ass in the air facing whatever had a strong hold of her. “Help me!” she screamed
 
    
 
   “What the fuck? What the fuck is going on?”
 
    
 
   Before Sophie could answer him - telling him that something had a hold of her - she screamed in pain as whatever it was penetrated her roughly from behind. 
 
    
 
   Dean backed against the wall, too scared to go near. 
 
    
 
   “Peter...” he muttered. It had to be him. The original owner of the house. The one who killed so many before being murdered himself. Dean tried to call out for Brad and Stacey...He tried to call out for help but he couldn’t. He was rooted to the spot with fear. They had wanted to see ghosts but - they didn’t expect this. No one could have. Sophie was screaming for him. Screaming for anyone. He didn’t move to help her though. “I’m sorry,” he said. He turned to the door and opened it - darting out, slamming it shut behind him. A single thought in his petrified head - Get out of the house. Get out and stay out. He froze in the hallway when he realised that Brad was standing at the top of the stairs - pinned to the wall by an elderly lady, skeletal looking, wearing a red PVC dress.
 
    
 
   “Dean...Please...Help me...” Brad whispered.
 
    
 
   The skeletal lady was stroking Brad’s face, “I’m very sorry about my daughter and grandson...I’ll tell you what...Just for the inconvenience, I’ll give you a discount...”
 
    
 
   The door to the spare bedroom suddenly swung open banging the wall with such force that it echoed throughout the house. For a split second, it even drowned out the screaming from the main bedroom and from...The cellar? Without any warning the skeletal lady in the red PVC dress flew back - feet not touching the carpeted floor - into the spare room carrying a screaming Brad with her. The door slammed shut behind them as soon as they disappeared into the room.
 
    
 
   “No, no, no...This isn’t happening!” shouted Dean. He ran down the hallway and down the stairs towards the front door - screaming the whole way. Thoughts of rescuing his friends far from his broken mind. He opened the door and screamed again when he realised it was completely blocked with bricks. He ran to the dining room, the lounge - even the kitchen...Bricks everywhere - in all of the windows...He barged through a door - in the kitchen - which linked the building to the garage.
 
    
 
   The faces of many dead women turned to look at their visitor.
 
    
 
   Dean screamed.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   A car pulled onto the stony driveway of the old house and parked next to Sophie’s car. The engine stuttered to a silence as the driver sat back in his seat. He knew it was too early to go in yet. He knew the ghosts within wouldn’t be done with their latest victims. Not yet. A nap before morning. A nap before he had to go in and clean up the mess. A quick clean up before his next visitors showed up for their stay. The house’s new owner closed his eyes as he heard the sounds of the playful spirits tormenting their victims from within the old house.
 
    
 
   They’ll be done soon enough, he thought.
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   Dr Greville,
 
   St. Francis Surgery
 
   Pilgrims Close
 
   Chandlers Ford
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Dr Greville,
 
    
 
   Re: PETER JENKINS
 
         {edited by M.Shaw for confidentiality}
 
    
 
   Psychiatric Diagnosis: Psychopathic Personality Disorder
 
   Psychiatric Medication: Nil.
 
    
 
   I met with Peter Jenkins in the company of a male worker from Desborough House, at Desborough House on 24 February 1998. As you know the appointment with myself was requested following your initial referral on 19 January 1998 and further to an assessment by Neil Hails, one of the social workers here. As a result of Mr Hails’ assessment, concern was raised about the possible risk presented by Mr Jenkins as he had voiced, very strongly, thoughts of wanting to harm, kill and rape people. As a consequence Neil Hails took the case forward to the local MAPPA Meeting and the outcome of that meeting was to await psychiatric assessment by myself before taking the matter further forward.
 
    
 
   Peter Jenkins presented to yourself in January 1998 requesting help because of his violent thoughts. At that time he said the thoughts were bothering him and although he gained some pleasure from the thoughts, he did not really want to hurt anybody. He also had presented to you with some depressive symptoms in the context of financial debt and you commenced him on Citalopram whilst awaiting an assessment at Desborough House. Following on from that assessment by Neil Hails, at our team meeting it was felt that the Citalopram probably ought to be stopped in view of the fact that it may be acting as a disinhibition factor for Peter.
 
    
 
   I duly met with Peter on 24 February 1998 - he arrived promptly for the interview.
 
    
 
   When I asked him outright what he thought his reason for a referral was, he stated, “I can’t control my temper”.
 
    
 
   He went on to relate that he feels he has always had a problem with temper, even as a young child. He made the comment that he immediately thinks of people as objects and does not care about them and automatically feels that he should hate people unless they can prove themselves to be otherwise. On closer questioning of this, however, he says that he does not hate all people but, in fact, pities some. E.g. children and the disabled. He does not particularly want to be with them but equally he does not feel that they ought to be hurt.
 
    
 
   He states his temper was a problem as a child and he did not like being told what to do for as long as he could remember. He remembers at the age of 12 trashing his room in a fit of temper. He went to an all-boys school and occasionally got into fights at school. He also, on occasion when very angry with himself, would cut or scratch his arm, e.g. with a compass. On one occasion, at the age of 15, he got into a fight with, what he described as, a passive boy at school. He hit him with a chair and as a result was referred to the school counsellor. He was seen by the counsellor on four occasions but in the end gave up as ‘she was a dickhead’. He states he was never threatened with expulsion at school because all of his violence was ‘behind the scenes’. He denies any sexual problems present at that school.
 
    
 
   Before going on to his further presentations a little bit of his background history.
 
    
 
   Peter was born in Winchester and raised by his mother. His father was absent having passed away before Peter was born. When asked about his relationship with his mother Peter stated, “I desperately want to hate her but I can’t”. When questioned whether his mother was ever physically or sexually abusive to him Peter went silent although he did state she could be controlling and angry.
 
    
 
   I raised the question as to how he would deal with another person making derogatory comments about his mother and he stated that “I would kill them”.
 
    
 
   Peter is unaware of any family or psychiatric disorder in the immediate or extended family.
 
    
 
   In his own personal history Peter received a comfortable upbringing although he fails to maintain eye contact when discussing further. He went to a good school, although Peter states he was a disappointment to his mother as he didn’t achieve academically. Peter stated he was scared of his mother.
 
    
 
   Peter said that he ‘cocked up school but I enjoyed it’. He described a close group of friends at school but does not see them now as he feels that they have had their use. He now states that he can’t be bothered to go out and doesn’t trust anyone enough anyway.
 
    
 
   He left school at the age of 16 and went to Itchen College where he studied a variety of topics at “A-Level”. He says he got bored with these and pulled out two weeks before the exams and subsequently did not achieve any “A-Levels”.
 
    
 
   In terms of his work history he has worked in a variety of low-key jobs always ended by himself and he has never, he thinks, been dismissed. His longest job was for a year at Import Services at the age of 19.  He says at that job he got “pee’d off with the boss and spat on the window” but no one saw him and there were no repercussions. Again he left that job because he was fed up with it.
 
    
 
   After leaving his mother, he lived with a prostitute for three months - the relationship had started as a business one as Peter was in the habit of using prostitutes rather than having a girlfriend. He says, however, they developed a friendship and eventually he lived with her.
 
    
 
   With regards to the prostitute, he says “if I see her again I’ll kill her, she’s a c***”. He said that the prostitute involved had used him as security and subsequently got a drug dealer to threaten him. He felt belittled by it and now wants her scared.
 
    
 
   Throughout this time he used cannabis and cocaine on a very regular basis.
 
    
 
   In his psychosexual history he describes himself as heterosexual and has had no homosexual experiences which were by choice. When asked to explain this he fell silent. He had his first girlfriend at the age of 17 - his first girlfriend but not his first sexual relationship. The relationship lasted a year. He now, again, states about this girlfriend - “I would like to see her dead. I would like to beat her up”. The reason for this is that this girlfriend cheated on him and then later on alleged that she was beaten up by him - now he says he would like to “beat her up and show her what this would really be like”.
 
    
 
   With regards to other relationships, he has never had a relationship other than that with prostitutes although he says he’d desperately like one.
 
    
 
   His current situation: he has been signed off work for the last month but has recently just returned. He is now working full time in Blockbuster Video Store and says that since being back to work he is finding the stress of being with people difficult. He is in financial debt which has previously been mentioned.
 
    
 
   He says his hobbies are occasional badminton, although this is rare. He also does drawing, particularly focussing on violent imagery.
 
    
 
   With regards to drug and alcohol, he says he is totally teetotal as he used to get aggressive with drink. He had not used drugs since before Christmas when he had one line of cocaine.
 
    
 
   We went on to explore the main reason for his referral which is his fear of acting out the thoughts that he has of being violent to others. His horrific thoughts, as he describes them, focus on for example, his mother and other people. He gave an example of wanting to smash his mother’s face in whilst she slept. He also gets thoughts of killing people, for example a boy from school who was nasty to him who he saw in Eastleigh recently. He had a violent thought of wanting to kill him. He states that he has watched a lot of very horrific films about killing and hurting people, but does not want to be thought of as one of those people who is just acting out television violence. When thinking about killing, he says it gives him energy and makes him feel good “I get off on it”. When asked if there was anyone he would not want to kill, he comments he would not want to kill children or disabled people.
 
    
 
   He thinks about killing a variety of people; for example he stated, “If I see a pretty girl, I think vividly about raping her and eventually killing her” - he was thinking at the time of a particular girl who he has seen in the shop and has a vivid fantasy that he threatens her that she must sleep with him or else he would kill her son. He said “of course she will sleep with me and she will enjoy it”. He frequently has thoughts of raping women.
 
    
 
   When questioned as to why he has not acted out of any of these violent thoughts, he states that he has managed to resist them so far but is struggling and so “he would like help for his thoughts”.
 
    
 
   He has no past forensic history and has had no involvement with the police.
 
    
 
   In his past psychiatric history he has never seen a psychiatrist prior to this. He saw the school counsellor at the age of 15 for violence on four occasions only. Other than Citalopram which he took for three weeks, prescribed by yourself, he has not taken any antidepressant or other psychotropic medication. With regards to the Citalopram, he said initially he felt that it was awful but in the last week thought it may be calming him down. He says he has felt more aggressive since being off the medication. Physically he is well.
 
    
 
   Mental state examination revealed a very slim Caucasian male with black shoulder length hair pulled back. He had a gaunt look about his face and was dressed in Gothic type wear. His eye contact was normal throughout the interview but occasionally showed a degree of fixed eye contact in an almost threatening manner. There were no abnormal mannerisms and there was no evidence of any hostility other than the occasional glare. His speech was normal in rate, flow and form. His level of intelligence appeared to be above average and there was no evidence of any thought disorder.
 
    
 
   With regards to his mood, he denied being depressed at the time of the interview and objectively he was reactive in his mood and showed no evidence of depression. His sleep is impaired because of the vivid dreams he has relating to his horrific thoughts. He is eating adequately.
 
    
 
   I was unable  to elicit any evidence that the thoughts he has are of delusions or psychotic basis. He has never experienced any thoughts which, he thinks, have not been in his own control or volition. He has never heard voices or had hallucinatory phenomena in any other modality. 
 
    
 
   There is no evidence of any anxiety or obsessive compulsive symptoms or other neurotic traits. With regards to his insight, he appeared to take pleasure in the thoughts that he was describing, almost in an attempt to shock the listener. He showed little remorse at the violence he displayed in his younger teens. However, he does show a degree of empathy towards certain minority groups and children.
 
    
 
   In summary Peter Jenkins comes from an broken background, privately educated but not academically inclined. He appears to have had anger problems as a young child growing through adolescence. However, he has never had contact with the police. He has used illicit drugs sporadically throughout his adolescence but without police involvement. He is currently not using drugs or alcohol. He clearly has had problems in relationships with women enjoying many liaisons with prostitutes. His current presentation is of requesting help with horrific and violent thoughts and a fear he may act on these and harm or kill somebody.
 
    
 
   There is no evidence of any psychosis or mood disorder or organic influence relating to drugs etc.
 
    
 
   It is my opinion therefore that Peter is not suffering with a severe mental illness but has traits which, I think, constitute a diagnosis of a psychopathic personality disorder.
 
    
 
   He has never acted on his previous violent thoughts but he is now seeking help as the intensity of these thoughts has increased over the last few months, hence his referral to ourselves via seeking help from his general practitioner.
 
    
 
   I would be keen to access a forensic psychologist’s / psychiatrist’s opinion as to how best to help this man and also give us some further advice as to risk assessment. He has no forensic history and I hope that this is a positive aspect in his risk assessment.
 
    
 
   However, the fact he is now seeking help and has a further intensity of his thoughts, I think warrants attention.
 
    
 
   For further risk assessment and opinion, my care plan is therefore as follows:-
 
    
 
   1)     I shall be making a referral of Peter to our local forensic psychologist colleagues. I am hopeful that, although he has not had an index offence, the level of his violent thoughts are sufficient to warrant a forensic assessment.
 
    
 
   2)    I have explained this to Peter and stated that I will NOT be offering him another appointment to see me again yet, but that I will be back in touch with him via the Community Mental Health Team when we know the outcome of the forensic referral. He is aware that I am making a forensic referral.
 
    
 
   3)    I think it prudent that he remain off any psychotropic medication at present until we get a clear picture as to what is going on.
 
    
 
   4)    He is able to continue work at present, but I did express to him that if the stress at work is making the violent thoughts worse, he may need to come and see you again with a view to being signed off until a further assessment has been made.
 
    
 
   5)    I shall be discussing this complex case further with our team and get back to you if there are any other thoughts.
 
    
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dr Megan Robertson
 
   Consultant Psychiatrist
 
    
 
    
 
   CC. Neil Hails
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